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Introduction
8Introduction
m o t i v e s  a n d  C o u r s e  o f  t h e  r e s e a r C h
This book started from desires. Nature, and the human relationship with nature, 
is something that interests me since childhood. The possibility to investigate this 
topic scientifically arose when Wouter de Groot became head of Social Environ-
mental Science, where I was a junior teacher at that time. Soon we discovered a 
shared fascination. We were both interested in the way people think about 
nature; their ‘philosophies’ of what nature is, what nature means to them and 
how they should relate to nature. Environmental philosophers had articulated 
different images (or in Dutch: grondhoudingen) of the relationship between 
humans and nature existing in Western culture. Do common people recognize 
and adhere to these philosophical images?
Reinforced by the stimulating presence of Luuk Knippenberg, we embarked 
enthusiastically, but with very little time (since my appointment was only for 
teaching), financial security (since we had no research fund) and methodological 
depth. The first two research projects were carried out in teamwork, the first 
together with a colleague of Environmental Sciences, Rob Lenders, and both 
studies with data gathered by a student. During this second study, in 2002, an 
appointment as junior researcher for two days a week, with accompanying 
budget, was finally arranged. Our short term urgencies changed into a long term 
project.
Our methodological sophistication slowly increased with help of the Department 
of Applied Statistics and methodological support of Bas Arts, at that time 
assistant professor at the Department of Political Sciences of the Environment. 
Besides, we got the possibility to participate in a national survey of the Depart-
ment of Sociology.
Two years later, in 2004, Social Environmental Science ceased to exist due to 
economic measures, and the staff inevitably split up. Wouter de Groot moved to 
the Science faculty (Centre for Water and Society). I myself had the opportunity 
to finish this project at the faculty of Social Sciences, while for my educational 
task, I moved to the Department of Philosophy and Science Studies under the 
direction of professor Hub Zwart. At that time, Hub Zwart became involved in 
the project and joined Wouter de Groot as promoter. After these changes, the 
journey could be continued. The third project was finished, the qualitative data 
was gathered and the fourth study was written in this period. A last change 
occurred in 2006 when Bas Arts, who already supported the project on a 
frequent basis, became full professor  at the Wageningen University, and joined 
the promoters team. As planned before, we wrote the last chapter together.
At present, ‘Visions of Nature’ has become a long term interest and a working 
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group at the Science Faculty. It is a dynamic group of philosophers, social and 
natural scientists, under the heading of the research institute ISIS, in which, 
among others, the department of Philosophy and Science Studies and the Centre 
for Sustainable Management of Resources (including Wouter, happily re-united) 
participate.
r e s e a r C h  o b j e C t i v e s
The central theme of this thesis is ‘visions of nature’. For clarity, I will first 
describe what we mean by visions of nature. It is composed of three elements:
•  “Values of nature”. These are the reasons why nature is perceived to be 
important. Values of nature come in two types: instrumental values (or: func-
tions) and the intrinsic value of nature, i.e. the value that nature has irrespective 
of utility, beauty or whatever to people.
•  “Images of nature”. This concerns the question of what people consider as 
nature and what  types of nature they distinguish; for example wild nature and 
Arcadian nature.
•  “Images of relationship”. These are defined as the images that people hold of 
the appropriate relation between humans and nature. The four basic images 
distinguished in environmental philosophy are master over nature, steward of 
nature, partner with nature and participant in nature.
The main objective of this thesis is to give insight in the visions of nature of lay 
people and the extent to which these visions of nature reflect those of profes-
sional philosophers. 
Up till now it is usually supposed that the general public in Western culture can 
be characterized by an ideology of mastership, e.g. dominance and exploitation 
of nature. This study investigates whether this hypothesis is still valid.
During my journey to realise this objective, two extra excursions are made, one is 
about landscape types (chapter 3) and one about childhood (chapter 6). 
Concerning landscape types, we were interested whether landscape preferences 
relate to the images of nature and the images of the appropriate relationship 
with nature. In the second excursion, we investigated whether experiences in 
nature during childhood influences the images of relationship this person has as 
an adult.
d i s C i p l i n a r y  C o n t e x t
Interdisciplinary research
This thesis leans on different scientific fields. Its basis is in Social Science, but the 
topics are generated by the environmental studies field; the visions concept links 
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Environmental Philosophy to Environmental Sociology, and touch also on the 
Environmental Psychology field. This interdisciplinarity is also mirrored in the 
way we bring together philosophical concepts and social science research tools. 
Empirical philosophy
Theories of environmental philosophers concerning the value and significance of 
nature tend to reflect their personal views and experiences. Of course, philoso-
phers will try to articulate these views and experiences in a somewhat less 
personal, more general way, as a “representative” view, and they will try to 
formulate arguments and considerations that are convincing or at least recogni-
sable to others, but nonetheless, from a point of view of social science one could 
still say that the “empirical” evidence for their views is limited. Indeed, 
N = 1. In large-scale quantitative (survey) research, on the other hand, N = many. 
But in this type of research the problem is that, although we assemble the views 
of a large number of respondents, we do not really invite them to clarify and 
substantiate their views. Qualitative (interview) research opts for a middle 
course. Respondents are invited to clarify and substantiate their views, but rather 
than producing an individual view as in environmental philosophy (although 
presented as representative), the number of respondents is considerably larger.
t h e o r e t i C a l  C o n t e x t
Nature Newly Sought or Forgotten ?
In his inaugural lecture in 1999, De Groot sketches an evolutionary perspective 
on the relationship between humans and nature. From the phases Nature as 
Friend, Nature as Enemy and Nature Defeated, a new phase arises about 1900; 
Nature Newly Sought. In this (early-) urban phase, cities were still expanding, but 
became a source of a new longing for nature at the same time. Out of this 
longing, city dwellers started to protect the remaining nature areas. This 
evolutionary perspective ends with a look at the future. In an ever urbanizing 
country like the Netherlands, with a further marginalization of nature, the 
longing for nature may become more intense, and nature areas may increase. 
However, it is often suggested that love for nature is rooted in childhood 
experiences in and with nature (De Groot, 1999; Orr; 1993; Tanner, 1980; Burgess, 
1988), and more and more children grow up in urbanized areas where accessible 
nature is scarce. These children grow up almost without direct nature experi-
ences in childhood. Will they, as an adult, start to miss nature and long for it? 
Can you miss something you don’t really know? Or will nature be forgotten?
It is therefore important to know how visions of nature come into being. This 
research project tries to make a small step on the path to a possible answer. We 
want to know what the contemporary visions of nature are and what the role of 
childhood experiences is. 
11
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1 And besides all positive reactions, substantive criticism came -among others- 
from Kahn (1999), who, for instance, questions the seeming inability to 
provide disconfirming evidence.
Biophilia
In the first study (chapter 2), we glimpsed a kind of nature friendliness, probably 
in line with the Nature New Sought idea. We called this nature-friendliness 
‘biophilia’, meaning literally love or friendship for nature. One have to realize, 
however, that there is a largely parallel debate going on under the heading of 
‘The Biophilia Hypothesis’. Wilson postulates the following thought: ‘Biophilia, if 
it exists, and I believe it exists, is the innately emotional affiliation of human 
beings to other living organisms’ (Kellert & Wilson, 1993). Wilson emphasizes 
that this is a working hypothesis, not a proven theory1, and in the book, scholars 
from diverse fields, including biologists, philosophers, psychologists and anthro-
pologists debate and discuss this biophilia idea. 
The key question emanating from this biophilia discourse is whether nature-
friendliness is innate. If we suppose that love for nature is truly innate indeed, it 
will not disappear within a few generations, even when these generations grow 
up in urban areas. In a weaker version of the innateness hypothesis, however, 
love of nature is only a certain propensity, a certain proposition of the child to 
the outside world that will be repeated but that will die off if there is persis-
tently no response from that outside world. In another weaker version of the 
innateness hypothesis, the child’s affiliation is directed not so much to nature as 
to a wider category of life-like phenomena. This category of things then may be 
instantiated by nature but also by other life-like phenomena such as computer 
games or roboted pets. Under both these weaker forms of the biophilia hypoth-
esis, childhood interactions with nature are necessary for nature-friendliness to 
grow and blossom. 
The present study is not designed to confirm or falsify these biophilia hypoth-
eses. It can only contribute to the debate, therefore, in a broad and oblique 
manner. 
Images of relationship
Two things are important here for a correct interpretation of the term ‘images of 
relationship’.
First, what are images of relationship exactly? And how does the term relate to 
concepts as attitudes and worldviews? The second aspect to discuss here is the 
relationship between images of relationship and behaviour. 
For the definition of ‘images of relationship’ we refer to Norton’s description of 
‘worldviews’ It “refers to the constellation of beliefs, values, and concepts that 
give shape and meaning to the world a person experiences and act within. 
A worldview is not necessarily a well developed systematic philosophy. It can be, 
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but the worldviews of most people remain simply sets of background assump-
tions, often not even recognized by these people, against which they understand 
the world and act within it.” (Norton, 1991). 
In social psychology, many studies consider the way people evaluate their 
environments. The evaluative responses towards stimuli like food, organizations, 
social problems etcetera are called attitudes (Holland, 2003). This concept of 
attitude usually refers to either a ‘tendency to perceive’ or a ‘disposal to act’, and 
sometimes both (Zweers, 1995). According to Zweers, images of relationship 
refer to the former; it is “a way of perceiving, conceiving reality”. In this way  it 
precedes action; “it precedes both the disposal to act and its realization”. 
In social psychology, measuring attitudes is usually closely related to measuring 
behaviour. Questions to the respondents are for instance: “Do you like Mexican 
food?”, followed by “Would you go to a Mexican restaurant?” 
Sociology is interested in cultural phenomena. Like for instance religion; ques-
tions to the respondents are of the kind ‘do you consider yourself as a religious 
person?’. The results are linked with the background variables and other 
opinions in order to detect patterns.
In our methodological approach, visions of nature of lay people are not placed in 
a context of individual behaviour, and therefore our perspective is closer to 
sociology than to social psychology. Because of this, we have no intention to 
pronounce upon individual behaviour.
Then, a last remark about the relationship between images of relationship and 
behaviour. An image of relationship refers to a view of nature and the position 
of humans in relation to this. Hence, it is about what people perceive as the 
proper way to relate to nature. People’s images of relationship do not necessarily 
have to correspond with their environmental behaviour. 
m e t h o d o l o g i C a l  a s p e C t s
This thesis consist of quantitative and qualitative studies. The first study is mainly 
quantitative, but has a small and explorative qualitative component; the second 
and third study are quantitative; the fourth is qualitative and the last study has a 
mixed methods design.
A combination of quantitative and qualitative research approaches does not 
always speak for itself. Many researchers were convinced that these research 
methods were incompatible: ‘Compatibility between quantitative and qualitative 
methods is impossible due to the incompatibility of the paradigms that underlie 
the methods. According to these theorists, researchers who try to combine the 
two methods are doomed to failure due to the inherent differences in the 
philosophies underlying them.’ (Tashakkori & Teddlie, 1998). Underneath, I take 
a look at this so called ‘war of the paradigms’ first.
13
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War of the paradigms
The basic assumption always was that a positivist paradigm underlies the 
quantitative methods and a constructivist paradigm underlies the qualitative 
methods2. The positivist paradigm is characterized, among others, by the belief 
in a single reality (ontology), an independence of the knower and the known 
(epistemology) and a value-free inquiry (axiology). In addition, positivists believe 
that time- and context-free generalizations are possible. The constructionist, also 
called the naturalists, believe exactly the opposite. Reality is multiple and 
constructed; the knower and the known are inseparable; inquiry is value-bound 
and time- and context-free generalizations are not possible. Given these totally 
opposite positions it is not strange that in these times researchers who tried to 
combine the two methods were expected to be ‘doomed to failure’. 
This debate went on until the early 1990’s. But eventually the ‘pacifists’ appeared 
(Tashakkori & Teddlie, 1998), who presented the compatibility thesis based on a 
different paradigm, called pragmatism. ‘At this time, the paradigm debates have 
primarily relevance within the history of social science philosophy because many 
active theorists and researchers have adopted the tenets of paradigm relativism, 
or the use of whatever philosophical and/or methodological approach works for 
the particular research problem under study’. Tashakkori and Teddlie (2003) have 
argued that the best paradigm is determined by the researcher and the research 
problem. In this research, we disconnected the methods from the two para-
digms3. In this way, we take advantage of the representativeness and generaliz-
ability of quantitative findings and the in-depth, contextual nature of qualitative 
findings.
Mixed methods in this research
In this section, we describe the design and goals of our mixed methods approach. 
Because chapter six has a mixed method design of its own, we include only 
chapter two to five. According to Tashakkori & Teddlie ( (2003: 11), mixed 
method studies use qualitative and quantitative data collection and analysis 
techniques in either parallel or sequential phases and the quantitative - qualita-
tive relation can either be equivalent or one approach can be more dominant. 
In this research project, a sequential design is applied. First we did the quantita-
tive studies4 and after that, one qualitative study. Because of the relative 
emphasis given to the quantitative data (it produced three chapters contrary to 
2 However, within a qualitative approach one can also discover an objectivistic 
versus a constructivist approach (Crotty, 1998).
3 Following Reichardt and Cook (1979) who argued that paradigms and 
methods are not inherently linked because, for example, quantitative 
procedures are not always objective, and qualitative procedures are not always 
subjective.
4 except the small qualitative part of chapter two. 
14
5 through factor analysis.
one purely qualitative chapter), we speak of an unequal priority [QUAN _ qual] 
(notation system from Hanson et al., 2005).
In this strategy, the objective is first to test theories or concepts and to identify 
the different categories5 of the collected quantitative data and then to collect 
qualitative data to validate the different concepts from the theory and the 
quantitative part (triangulation) and to expand upon the quantitative results 
with motives of people behind the concepts (complementarity). 
o v e r v i e w  o f  t h e  C h a p t e r s
This thesis consists of five empirical chapters and a concluding chapter. All the 
empirical chapters are separate studies and can therefore be read independently 
from the rest of the book. At the same time, this implies that parts of the 
introductions of the empirical chapters have some overlap. The empirical studies 
are put in chronological order. In this way, the reader can see that the first study 
is replicated twice and the methods are becoming methodologically more 
advanced. This all leads to the development of a scale to measure the human/
nature relationship. However, there is also a disadvantage to this choice. Because 
the first two studies are primarily explorative, an extensive theoretical frame-
work of the philosophical images of relationship is only given in chapter 4.
In chapter 2, an explorative overview of empirical research on local visions of 
nature is given. 
The research project described in this chapter comprised two parts. One, a 
quantitative survey in the Netherlands, focussing on images and values of nature 
and images of relationship. Second, a small qualitative part consisting of in-
depth interviews, dealing with the relationship between childhood experiences 
in nature and adult visions of nature.
In chapter 3, we tried to improve the methodological tools for measuring images 
and values of nature and images of relationship. Therefore, a second quantita-
tive survey in the Netherlands was held. Besides, an excursion is made into 
landscape perceptions. We were curious whether the images of nature and the 
images of the appropriate relationship with nature people adhere to relate to 
landscape preferences.
Chapter 4 gives a review of the philosophical classifications of the human/nature 
relationship. We wanted to further explore the images of the human/nature 
relationship empirically (which was made possible by participating in a large 
scale national survey) and contribute to the development of a universal scale to 
measure attitudes of the appropriate human/nature relationship.
After gaining a broad view on the distribution and content of images and values 
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of nature and images of relationship, we wanted to validate the results and 
investigate the thoughts and arguments behind this by means of a qualitative 
study. In-depth interviews were held with adults in the Netherlands. The results 
are described in chapter 5. Basically, the research question was the same; what is 
the content and range of people’s visions of nature and how do these ideas 
relate to philosophical concepts? Yet, the  qualitative character of the study 
allowed us to probe deeper into the argumentations of people, and in this way 
gave them the opportunity to express their ‘own voice’.
The last study, described in chapter 6, combines quantitative and qualitative 
data. In this study we went back with the respondents to the experiences of their 
childhood. We wanted to test the hypothesis that the more a child experiences 
nature during his/her childhood, the more he/she will develop a nature-friendly 
image of relationship during his/her aging. Different aspects of childhood, like 
accessibility of nature, urbanization of the place of growing up and the role of 
parents were discussed with respondents in the interviews. We tried to build a 
model on the basis of the interview data and the data of the national survey, in 
order to test our hypothesis.
16
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The New Biophilia:
An exploration of visions of nature in 
Western countries
s u m m a r y
Visions of nature are the subject of much philosophical and policy debate. The 
present paper focuses, however, on the visions of nature held by people not 
professionally involved in the issue, i.e. those of the general public. These visions 
constitute the democratic basis of environmental conservation and the frame for 
effective two-way communication between professionals and communities on 
nature protection and management. It appears that the general public in Europe 
and the USA has developed a strong general ‘biophilia’ (nature-friendliness). One 
indicator of this is that in quantitative research, 70 to 90 % of the population 
recognize the right of nature to exist even if not useful to humans in any way. In 
qualitative research settings, lay people reveal a remarkable richness and depth 
of views and experiences of nature. A quantitative survey on images and values 
of nature, and a qualitative study consisting of in-depth interviews on the 
relationship between childhood experiences in nature and adult visions of nature 
were conducted in the Netherlands. A factor analysis revealed a classification of 
types of nature, which includes ‘wild nature’, ‘arcadian nature’, ‘penetrative 
nature’ and other such images that, with wild nature in the lead, were ascribed a 
smoothly decreasing degree of naturalness. Asked to rank the values and 
functions of nature, the top three were formed by the value for human health, 
the intrinsic value and the value for future generations. In the qualitative 
interviews, indications were found that more intense childhood experiences with 
nature could be associated with later ascription of a high degree of naturalness 
to wild nature, and less intense experiences with later ascription of a high 
degree of naturalness to arcadian nature. Many significant experiences took 
place beyond the reach of parental supervision. Findings such as these are of 
obvious relevance for environmental education and the design of ‘experiential 
nature’ in and around protected areas. Social science research concerning nature 
protection is often triggered by frictions between local people and protected 
area authorities. Such situations tend to be dominated by the airing of griev-
ances, demands of economic compensations and so on, and these then also tend 
to dominate the research findings. Taking place away from these specific hot 
spots of conflict, social science research of the types discussed in this paper shows 
that many non-conflictuous lines of communication are open for nature protec-
tion agencies. 
C h a p t e r   2
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 i n t r o d u C t i o n 
The views that the general public has of nature are of obvious relevance to 
environmental conservation. To begin with, the degree to which people are 
‘nature-friendly’, or ‘eco-centric’ in general, constitutes much of the democratic 
basis for nature conservation. Also in the developing countries, biodiversity 
policies will have to be increasingly public-based rather than donor-driven 
(Hannah et al. 1998). Knowledge of the types of nature that people distinguish, 
and the values that people attach to these types of nature, are also important 
for the design of nature protection policies and projects. Further, an under-
standing of the normative images that people have about the proper relation-
ship between humans and nature is a central condition for effective 
communication between governmental and non-governmental nature conserva-
tion agencies and the public at large. “Trust is a two-way path”, as Maoris say 
concerning co-management of nature in New Zealand (Taiepa et al. 1997), and 
that path can be walked only if co-management arrangements rest on a founda-
tion of understanding of the visions of all the co-management participants, be it 
in the developing countries or in the West.
Against this background, the present paper has two objectives. The first is to give 
an exploratory overview of empirical research on general-public visions of 
nature. The second is to exemplify these issues with a study recently carried out 
in the Netherlands. 
For researchers and policy makers working in developing countries it is usually 
easy to grasp that local visions of nature may be very different from their own. 
This idea is much less prevalent in nature conservation debates and designs 
within the Western mainstream itself. Our emphasis, however, will be on the  
Western world, with non-Western cultures added here and there for contrast 
and comparison.
Starting out with a bit of necessary terminology, we use the term ‘biophilia’ here 
in its original (Fromm 1973) and literal meaning, to refer to love of all that lives 
or, more simply, nature-friendliness. The term biophilia is also used in connection 
with the ‘biophilia hypothesis’ of E.O. Wilson, who  hypothesized that affinity for 
all life is an innate rather than acquired human trait (Kellert and Wilson 1993). 
This hypothesis has found empirical support (e.g. Kaplan 1995, Kahn 1999).
In this paper, ‘Visions of nature’ is used as an umbrella term composed of three 
elements:
•  Values of nature’ are the reasons why nature is perceived to be important, and 
come in two types: instrumental values (or: functional) and the intrinsic value of 
nature, i.e. the value that nature has irrespective of utility, beauty or whatever to 
people (Lockwood 1999).
•  ‘Images of nature’, which relates to questions of what nature is and what the 
types of nature are that people distinguish, characteristic Western examples of 
such images are wild nature and arcadian nature; and
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•  ‘Images of relationship’, which are defined as images that people hold of the 
appropriate relation between humans and nature, characteristic examples being 
‘dominion’ and ‘guardianship’.
The subject of visions of nature has given rise to a vast, largely non-empirical 
body of literature, that may be seen as built up of three ‘layers’. The first layer is 
that at the highest level of abstraction and could be called ‘theory of nature’. It 
is roughly the world of professional philosophy and ethics, a line of thought that 
includes that of Aristotle and Descartes, and that has branched out recently into 
environmental philosophy including  rights-of-nature theory, ecofeminism, 
oneness-with-nature metaphysics, reformulations of American pragmatism and 
other mainstream currents, and much more.
One step down towards real-world views and practices, the second layer may be 
called the ‘social construction of nature’. It may be seen as built up of two 
(interlinked) components, the first being formed by the public policy discourse on 
nature, in which leaders of bureaucracies, nature conservation organizations, 
farmers unions and suchlike participate. Frouws (1998) and Kalland and Persoon 
(1998) give analyses of these discourses, in the Netherlands and Asia, respectively. 
The second component of this layer is formed by the arts, containing, for instance, 
landscape painting, nature writing and landscape architecture (e.g. Eisenberg 
1998). In the Netherlands, the book of Feddes et al. (1998), a co-production of 
landscape architects, writers, biologists, social scientists and policy makers, is a 
characteristic product of the interlinkage of this layer’s two components.
These two layers will be encountered in the coming sections. Our focus, however, 
will be on the third layer, on the way down towards real-world views and 
practices built up of the visions of nature of all those who are not professionally 
involved in nature discourse or nature theory, i.e. those usually called ‘lay people’ 
or ‘general public’. For lack of a term with less passive connotations, we will use 
‘lay’ and ‘public’ for all inhabitants of the third layer. 
It may be noted that by focusing on visions, this paper will not discuss people’s 
empirical-ecological knowledge of nature. Let it be said only that levels of 
nature-friendliness of attitude tend to be correlated with levels of environmental 
knowledge (e.g. Arcury 1990). Moreover, our interest will be in visions of nature 
in a general sense, hence bypassing attitudes or willingness-to-pay toward 
specific natural elements (Lockwood 1999) or attitudes to specific people-nature 
relationships, such as opinions on the management of local protected areas (see 
for example. Parry and Campbell 1992; Heinen 1993; De Boer and Baquete 1998; 
Metha and Kellert 1998). The great difference between general visions and 
specific opinions concerning the management of a protected area may be 
glimpsed, for instance, in Ite (1996) who, writing about a national park in 
Nigeria, indicated that the attitudes of the local people toward the park’s actual 
functioning were quite negative, while at the same time, 91 per cent saw the 
need for the creation of the park in general terms. This pattern will certainly 
often  occur in the Western world too.
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g e n e r a l - p u b l i C  v i s i o n s  o f  n a t u r e : 
a  r e s e a r C h  o v e r v i e w
As mentioned already, visions-of-nature literature in the philosophical and the 
discourse/arts ‘layers’ is extensive and diverse. This is less so in the general-public 
visions layer. In this section, an attempt is made to arrive at an overview. We start 
out with values of nature, images of nature and images of the people/nature 
relationship, based on quantitative research on the general public in Western 
countries. After that, we will focus on research using more qualitative 
approaches, which usually concern smaller categories of people.
Values of nature in quantitative, general-public research
An extensive body of research focuses on environmental behavior, attitudes and 
values of the general public, largely following social psychology models and 
methods; Kaiser et al. (1999) may be consulted for an overview and Schultz and 
Zelezny (1999) gave a cross-cultural example. One often recurring element in this 
literature is the measure called ‘New Environmental Paradigm’ (NEP), consisting 
of a number of questionnaire statements (‘items’) to which respondents can 
grade their answers between ‘strongly agree’ and ‘strongly disagree’. The total 
NEP score then indicates people’s overall adherence to the new environmental 
paradigm, which in turn may be used as a variable to predict environmentally 
friendly behavior or, as in Schultz and Zelezny (1999), for cross-cultural compar-
ison.
For our purposes, the problem with this body of research is that nature is only a 
marginal element in the approach. The NEP construct and behavioral research 
focus on traditional environmental items such as ideas on economic growth and 
recycling of domestic waste, and visions of nature can be recovered from the 
datasets only very exceptionally, even when farmers are the surveyed group 
(Vogel 1996). The exception mainly concerns one of the values of nature, namely, 
its intrinsic value, which occurs from time to time in the social psychological 
surveys, e.g. in response to statements such as “Nature is valuable for its own 
sake”, or “All ecological systems, however small and insignificant, have a right to 
exist”. (Dietz et al. 1998) Thus, it was found that of a sample of 965 members of 
the general public in Norway, 83 per cent agreed strongly or mildly that all 
ecosystems have a right to exist, while 76 per cent found that pristine nature 
must be saved even if it is not in the interest of humankind (Grendstad and 
Wollebaek 1998). Analogous acknowledgements of the intrinsic value of nature 
came from 78 per cent of the sample of 1011 members of the Swedish general 
public (Widegren 1998), and from approximately 80 per cent of a sample of 71 
college students in the USA (Gagnon Thompson and Barton 1994). The data of 
Parker and McDonough (1999) indicate that this percentage is somewhat lower 
in the American population as a whole, but still a clear majority. 
Of the 1999 respondents of a sample of the general public sample in the 
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Netherlands (Buijs and Volker 1997), 92 per cent found the intrinsic value of 
nature (formulated as “nature is important for its own sake, also if not useful for 
humans”) to be ‘very important’ or ‘important’. A factor analysis of all 16 value 
items of the questionnaire grouped the intrinsic value with a number of others 
in one category (called ‘immaterial values’), that comprised also the value for 
human health and the value for future generations (Buijs and Volker 1997). The 
other categories were called ‘aesthetical-recreative values’ (comprising, inter alia, 
recovery from stress, enjoyment of plants and animals, and beauty) and ‘mate-
rial-economic values’ (comprising agriculture, procurement of medicines and 
earning money in general). Asked to indicate the one most important value of 
nature, 81 per cent mentioned a function of the first category and only 4 per 
cent a function of the third category. Brierly Newell (1997) asked 223 students in 
the USA, Ireland and Senegal what was their most valued place; it turned out 
that 61 percent of these places were some part of the natural environment, with 
great cross-cultural stability.
These figures are an indication of a phenomenon that will be re-encountered in 
the empirical sections of the present paper, namely, a remarkable degree of 
nature-friendliness in the general public.
Images of nature and the people-nature relationship in quantitative, 
general-public research
By and large, the preceding review relates to the values (including functions) of 
nature. As for the images of what nature in fact is, as well as the images of what 
would be the proper relationship between humans and nature, quantitative 
empirical material is much scarcer, in spite of the overwhelming richness of the 
overlying layers of policy discourse, the arts and philosophy. Images of nature 
mingle easily with images of the proper relationship between humans and 
nature (De Groot 1999); the nature referred to in the notion of traditional 
Christian stewardship, for instance, will most probably be different from the 
nature implicated in a ‘New Age’, oneness-with-nature vision. We will treat the 
two issues separately here, however.
Lutz et al. (1999) have shown that in a case study in Canada, rural and towns 
dwellers have different thresholds of what qualifies as ‘wilderness’. For the rest, 
to our knowledge, an explicit attention to lay people’s  images of nature in 
quantitative research is an exclusively Dutch tradition. Buijs and Volker (1997), 
for instance, presented 35 brief descriptions to their respondents, such as ‘the 
sea’, ‘wild plants’, ‘city parks’, ‘fungi’, ‘meadow birds’, ‘heathland’ and ‘vegetable 
gardens’ and asked the respondents to indicate whether they evaluated these as 
‘real nature’, ‘somewhat nature’ or ‘no nature’. As it turned out, the Dutch 
public has a broad and fluent image of nature. With respect to most of the items 
on the list, the ‘real nature’ evaluations predominate but with a growing 
representation of ‘somewhat nature’, going from almost zero percent at the sea, 
forests and swamps, through items such as insects and city birds to meadows and 
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planted trees along the road, from where ‘somewhat nature’ began to dominate 
in items such as house plants and vegetable gardens, going to items such as dogs 
and cats, derelict industrial land and viaducts, for which the ‘no nature’ evalua-
tion grows from approximately 40 to 100 per cent (Buijs and Volker 1997).
Buijs and Volker (1997) applied a factor analysis to these data in order to find 
which items are typically seen as having equal degrees of naturalness by the 
individual respondents, thus generating a typology of images of nature. This was 
not completely successful because 11 of the 35 items did not find a place but 
some categories came out well, such as the elements (sun, sea, wind), domesti-
cated nature (including vegetable gardens and pets), planted nature (for 
example city parks) and a category of small elements living a more or less natural 
life in a wider, possibly less natural setting (for example birds in the city, weeds in 
the grain field, small game, wild plants, fungi). Using photographs in stead of 
written items and a much smaller sample of 30 people, Buijs and Filius (1998) 
repeated the Buijs and Volker (1997) study, with comparable results.
Quantitative research on the images of what people see as the appropriate 
relationship between humans and nature is as yet virtually non-existent. We 
know of only two partial exceptions, one of them being that a rudimentary 
relationship statement (‘Humans were created to rule over the rest of nature’) is 
part of the aforementioned NEP scale (see Arcury 1990). The second partial 
exception is the research of Kellert (1989), who did extensive research on the 
attitudes toward animals in American culture, distinguishing, inter alia, between 
‘naturalistic’, ‘moralistic’ and ‘dominionistic’ attitudes. These attitudes could 
possibly be translated into images of relationship between humans and nature in 
general, as proposed in Kellert (1993), and partially be connected to the empir-
ical results on the attitudes toward animals. These issues are too complicated to 
be pursued here, however.
Visions of nature in qualitative research
Qualitative research uses partially or fully open questions that the respondent is 
free to answer in any direction, using his/her own conceptualizations, and ‘voice’. 
Qualitative research, then, is typically the area where researchers may encounter 
visions that are conceptually new to them. One example connected to visions of 
nature is a quotation from a  Nebraska farmer at the exultant moment after the 
harvest: “We did it, the land and I, we did it!” (Ebenreck 1983). This farmer has 
been at the conceptual root of the partnership image of the relationship 
between humans and nature, that has been present in Dutch environmental 
philosophy since the early 1990s (Table 1).
Because of its conceptual, ‘own voice’ power, qualitative research tends to be 
concentrated in areas where researchers infer that their own conceptualizations 
of the world may differ much from those of their respondents. Published 
qualitative research of the general public is relatively scarce for that reason, also 
with respect to visions of nature. The only example to our knowledge is Buijs and 
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Filius (1998) who, besides the quantitative element mentioned already, also 
included interviews with open questions about what nature is. Typical answers 
were: “The sea, that’s real nature. (....) It is free, it is not organized by human 
agency, and neither is it created by humans. That is real nature to me.”; “[These 
weeds growing in the cracks in the pavement], these I find real nature. They are 
something that grows there spontaneously. No-one can do something about 
that.”; “[These potted plants], even these, I think they are partially nature. 
Partially or largely, I would say ... (....) It’s green, after all, and it lives.”
From these interviews, it may be inferred that (Dutch) people apply two dimen-
sions in their assessment of what nature is. The primary and abstract dimension 
appears to be the degree of self-organization. A secondary and much more 
concrete dimension appears to be whether something is alive and yet non-
human. Together, these two dimensions explain the broad ‘scale of nature’ 
found in the quantitative research of Buijs and Volker (1997), discussed in the 
previous section.  
Buijs and Filius (1998) also asked open questions about the value of nature for 
people. In their answers, people confirmed the listing of functions of Buijs and 
Volker (1997) but half of the respondents also conceptualized something much 
more fundamental and abstract, for instance: “Nature is very important. To me it 
is the heart of the earth, the heart of existence.”; “If there would be no nature 
we would lack a reference. That life can be something very different from a 
nine-to-five job every day of your whole life. I think that humans cannot live 
without nature.” Findings such as these illustrate the need for qualitative 
research, of the Western general public generally. 
Due to the reason already mentioned, qualitative research is less scarce when 
researchers study foreign cultures or if, within Western culture, it is found 
necessary to elicit the ‘voice’ of special groups. Examples of these are farmers, 
women and children. We will treat them in that sequence below, with non-
Western cultures added at the end.
Kaltoft (1999) studied visions of nature of organic farmers in Denmark and 
identified three images of people/nature relationship: namely one ‘vertical’ 
image with humans as master over nature, another ‘vertical’ image with humans 
as followers of nature, and one more ‘horizontal’ image of co-operation.
Stimulated by Gilligan’s (1982) book, a tradition has sprung up of studying 
women in order to let their conceptualizations be heard. An example from our 
field of research is Modelmog (1998), who studied German farming women, and 
found a deep distinction between two types of nature. One is that of the 
commercial part of the farm, where nature has to be manipulated in order to 
survive economically: “One has to interfere on order to live”, and “If we did not 
do this, we’d have to give up the farm”. The second nature is that which is 
gardened to supply the own family with “natural” and “pure” food and flowers. 
This nature is one of ‘intimate communication’, as Modelmog puts it, as exempli-
fied by the statements: “In my garden a sunflower blooms. I planted it myself. 
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Sometimes a bird sits on it and sings. This is happiness to me.”; “There is an 
experience of nature whereof I cannot speak. I do not have the words.”
From a very different setting, Fredrickson and Anderson (1999) reported on the 
experiences of urban American women on a physically challenging wilderness 
trip. These are indicated by a few quotes: “I remember the way the moon rose 
up over the canyon wall and then cast shadows over the entire canyon floor. I 
loved just lying there and staring up at the stars and being able to pick out 
Orion’s belt and being filled with this sense of infinitude. (....) I felt a complete 
merging with the surrounding environment. Instead of sitting back and 
observing it, it’s like I was moving into it in some way, or rather it was moving 
into me ... It was pure shadow-play, being at peace with the night sky and the 
big, beautiful desert silence”; “The water and the trees became more beautiful 
when I was able to go off by myself and just sit. (....) Times when I did that it was 
like returning to a place deep inside me.” 
Childhood experiences and visions are studied in several strands of research. One, 
under the heading of ‘significant life experiences’ (e.g. Tanner 1980, Chawla 
1998), aims to trace causes of nature-friendliness in self-accounts of adults active 
in nature protection. A general outcome of these studies is that direct experi-
ences outdoors are mentioned by the great majority of respondents, followed by 
family and school influences. The second strand of childhood research is based 
on a developmental psychology perspective. Kahn (1999), for instance, illustrates 
how children, through the tensions arising between anthropocentric and bio-
centric values at a concrete level, develop a more abstract and integrative ethical 
frame. Using semi-structured interviews of children in the USA, Brazil and 
Portugal, Kahn (1999) has uncovered the nature-friendliness of children, remark-
able in their degree (e.g. more than 90 per cent caring that birds not be 
harmed), in their richness of arguments and in their cross-cultural constancy. 
Thirdly, taking Nevers et al. (1997) as an example, children’s visions of nature are 
studied in purely qualitative ‘Socratic’ discussions, revealing the rich texture of 
‘children philosophy’.
Non-Western cultures offer a highly diverse picture of visions of nature. Glimpses 
of biophilia may sometimes be seen in the rare situations where people are 
invited to speak about nature conservation without the dominating presence of 
controversial issues concerning park management. People living close to the 
Budongo forest in Uganda spoke about the forest elephants that used to be in 
the forest and the reasons for conserving them (Hill 1998). Most people agreed 
that the elephants were dangerous and brought no benefits to the villages. As a 
result, only 34 per cent of the people would have liked to see them return in the 
forest, yet, 61 per cent thought that elephants should be conserved in Uganda, 
for utilitarian national-level reasons but also for reasons such as “conserving 
them makes us happy”, “they are God’s beauty”, “the elephant is the son of 
Uganda” and  “they have been here since we were born, so they should stay 
here” (Hill 1998).
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While information on the values of nature such as that of Hill (1998) is rare, 
images of nature and the people/nature relationship are studied extensively, 
usually by anthropologists applying qualitative methods. We can only give a few 
examples here. For the forest-dwelling Mentawai in Indonesia, nature contrasts 
with human culture not because it is non-culture, but because it is the culture of 
the unseen (Schefold, 1988). For the agricultural Dogon in Mali, nature contrasts 
with the village because the bush and its animals are the source of all knowledge 
and life, which is then used up and dissipated in the village (Van Beek and Banga 
1992). For the cattle owner in Amazonia, however, the forest only stands in the 
way of progress; for a ranch house to be an expression of true civilization, it 
should be set on top of a bald hill, overlooking a vast treeless plain. In contrast 
with this high diversity is the fact that Kahn (1999) did not find significant 
differences between the children in urban Brazil, rural Brazil, urban USA and 
urban Portugal. The semi-structured method of Kahn versus the purely qualita-
tive method of anthropology may be one explanation of this contrast.
n e w  s t u d y  i n  t h e  n e t h e r l a n d s
The general aim of our research project was to answer the following questions: 
(1) To what extent may the results of previous research be replicated, especially 
with respect to the images of nature and the values of nature? 
(2) What are lay people’s images of the appropriate people/nature relationship?
(3) Are the images of nature related to people’s childhood experiences?
Methods
We used a mixed quantitative/qualitative methodology similar to that of 
Kempton et al. (1995). The first two questions could be approached quantita-
tively because the qualitative groundwork has been conducted earlier, in the 
studies mentioned previously. A questionnaire with multiple-choice questions 
was distributed personally by the researchers in several public places in 
Nijmegen, a middle-sized town in the East of the Netherlands. Of the 400 
questionnaires distributed, 200 were returned, which is a high response for the 
Netherlands. Comparing the demographics of this sample with those of the 
Dutch population as a whole, it turned out that age and gender were represen-
tative, but that the higher educated and left-wing voters were somewhat over-
represented. Previous research (e.g. Buijs and Volker 1997) indicates that these 
categories tend to be somewhat more nature-friendly than the average of the 
population but on the other hand, people from the East of the country tend to 
be somewhat less nature-friendly than in the west. Thus, we believe the sample 
was sufficiently representative of the Dutch general public.
For the third research question, a fully qualitative approach was chosen, due to 
the need of conceptual validity and exploratory insights. Open interviews were 
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conducted with 8 respondents, chosen from the sample of 200 on the basis of 
their completed questionnaires. The first criteria were an age between 35 and 
55 years and a willingness to participate, stated on the questionnaire. In that 
group, four subgroups were formed by crossing gender with high scores of 
stated naturalness of ‘wild nature’ and ‘arcadian nature’ (see below), respec-
tively. Within each of these four subgroups, two respondents were chosen 
randomly. Respondents turned out to have grown up in towns, suburbs and 
rural areas. The interviews were taped and typed out verbatim. Due to the very 
low number of interviews, no formal methods of analysis were needed.
One important part of the questionnaire was a list of 23 items such as ‘lambs in 
a meadow’, ‘the Arctic’ and ‘dogs and cats’, for which people were asked to 
indicate the  degree to which they associated them with real nature, on a four-
point scale (strongly/moderately/slightly/not). The primary source of this list of 
items was an enumeration of types of nature formulated by the Natuurbescher-
mingsraad [National Nature Protection Council] (1993; Table 2). Although 
typically a ‘second layer’ product, it was chosen because it was broader than the 
empirically-based listings of Buijs and Volker (1997), Buijs and Filius (1998), 
hence generating a wider array of items, and therewith allowing the respon-
dents to express a wider array of nature images. A few items were added for 
other reasons, for example ‘giving birth to a child’, to test the conceptual 
dimensions of people’s definition of nature. All items (Table 2) were entered 
into a factor analysis (in SPSS, varimax rotation with Kaiser normalisation), a 
technique that traces the categories (‘factors’) of items that tended to be scored 
equal by the respondents. For instance, if one respondent associated two items 
as ‘real nature’ and an other respondent as  ‘no nature’, these two items were 
grouped as one factor. Thus, the factor analysis rearranged the items generated 
by the source list into a new list of images of nature that more closely repre-
sented the implicit categorization followed by the respondents. It remained up 
to the researchers to coin a name for the extracted factors.
For the part of the questionnaire focusing on the images of the people/nature  
relationship, the theoretical basis was found in environmental philosophy that, 
from White (1967) onwards, contains a small tradition of discussion and articula-
tion of these images (e.g. De Groot 1992). The questionnaire items were more or 
less direct translations of the images of table 1, asking respondents, for instance, 
if they agreed that ‘humans stand above nature and hence may do with it 
whatever they want’.
The questions on the values of nature followed closely those of Buijs and Volker 
(1997). They, like the ones on the people/nature images and the respondent 
demographics, were analyzed by simple standard techniques such as cross-
tabulation.
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r e s u l t s
We start out with the primary results of the quantitative component. Then 
follow the results of the qualitative exploration and a brief description of the 
internal differentiation of the data.
Images of nature 
The item of ‘giving birth to children’ had been added to test if people consis-
tently adhered to the most abstract dimension of defining what nature is, in 
other words, self-organization. Giving birth to children is probably the most self-
organizing process in people’s lives but stands in opposition to the second, more 
concrete dimension of what nature is (‘everything not human’). As it turned out, 
67 per cent of the respondents associated the item strongly with ‘real nature’, 
and an additional 19 per cent did so moderately. In other words, the abstract 
dimension dominated (compare with Kahn 1999: 180). This is one example of 
how, since lay people usually lack the technical terminology, they are often 
thought of as much less philosophically capable than they really (conceptually) 
are. For the remainder of the analysis, this item was left out. 
The factor analysis generated six images of nature (Table 3). The first nature 
image was  called ‘Arcadian nature’ because the items that make up this image 
as a group suggest the peaceful, small-scale harmony of people-nature interplay 
in the traditional Arcadia of Western culture (Schama 1995; Eisenberg 1998). On 
average, 38 per cent of the respondents associated the arcadian image strongly 
with real nature, and 43 per cent did so moderately. 
The second nature image was called ‘Wild nature’ but could also have been 
called ‘Elementary nature’, following Buijs and Volker (1997). Associating the 
Arctic region together with gravity, earthquakes and the wind, the respondents 
obviously thought the Arctic to be a kind of elementary place, in contrast to the 
rainforest that stands alone (Table 3). The rainforest had the highest of all scores, 
being strongly related to real nature (95 per cent of the respondents) but since 
the ‘wild’ group also was very high in this respect (64 per cent), the rainforest 
might be grouped with the others to form a larger category of ‘wild nature’.
The third image of nature contained negative elements such as the rats and 
mosquitoes, but the dandelion is an obviously positive thing, and the group was 
therefore  called ‘Penetrative nature’(Table 3), interpreted as the type of nature 
that creeps into places that we have designed to be our own. Of all respondents, 
13 per cent associated this image of nature strongly with ‘real nature’, while 69 
per cent of the respondents were divided equally between moderate and slight 
association; the remaining 18 per cent did not associate this nature with ‘real 
nature’ at all.
The fourth image of nature was ‘Domesticated nature’, in which respondents 
neatly grouped the potted plants, pets and aquarium fish. Less than 3 per cent 
associated this strongly with ‘real nature’. The percentages of moderate, slight 
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and no association were 10, 38 and 50, respectively. Also the mean degree of 
naturalness, which was calculated from these percentages, shows that the 
domesticated image of nature was ascribed a very low degree of naturalness 
(Table 3).
The fifth image of nature, in which the respondents grouped the grain field, 
soccer field and  hunting rabbits, was straightforward ‘Utility nature’. As for the 
previous image, hardly any respondents (1 per cent) associated this strongly with 
‘real nature’. The percentages of moderate, slight and no association were 11, 30 
and 58, respectively. 
On the whole, it appears that the respondents grouped the items of more or less 
natural things in a consistent package of images of nature, which was more 
consistent in fact than the listing of the Natuurbeschermingsraad (1993; Table 2) 
that was used as a source of the items, and also somewhat clearer and richer, in 
our view, than the set of images found by Buijs and Volker (1997) (Table 2). The 
images of nature could be put on a smoothly decreasing scale of ascribed degree 
of naturalness, with wild/elementary nature in the lead (Table 3). The tendency 
of the respondents to ascribe hardly any naturalness to utility nature, which is 
the type of nature most prevalent in the Dutch landscape, explains why 71 per 
cent of the respondents were of the opinion that only very little nature is left in 
the Netherlands.
Values of nature and relationship images 
The value of nature that people recognized was assessed by way of two sets of 
questionnaire items. Of the first set, headed by ‘What are reasons why nature is 
important?’, the respondents could indicate three reasons. Re-arranging the list 
in decreasing order of importance and adding the percentage of the respon-
dents indicating it, the result was: human health (65), future generations (40), 
intrinsic value (38), beauty (32), enjoying plants and animals (30), memory of the 
origin of life (30), relaxation (28), agriculture (14), science (7), recreation (5) and 
nature study (1). Of the second set, headed by ‘The value of nature is found 
in.....’, the respondents could indicate two items. Re-arranging the list in 
decreasing order of importance and adding the percentage of the respondents 
indicating it, the result was: intrinsic value (59), future generations (39), useful-
ness for humans (35), respect for the evolution (24), it being God’s creation (14), 
and nothing (2). Overall, the value for human health, the intrinsic value and the 
value for future generations constituted the top-three.
Concerning the images of the humans/nature relationship, a great majority of 
the respondents (72 per cent) preferred the statement that ‘humans are part of 
nature and hence should bear responsibility for it’. More anthropocentric 
statements such as the stewardship notion that ‘humans stand above nature but 
should bear responsibility for it’ attracted only 5 per cent or less of the respon-
dents. Although this probably indicates a strong ecocentric tendency, it may be 
noted that it is not clear what being ‘part of nature’ in fact means; it could be 
30
interpreted by the respondents as something spiritual but also as something 
physical (we depend on nature for food, we are part of the agro-ecosystem), or 
both. More definite results require a more sophisticated research design.
Impressions from the qualitative research component
The results are called ‘impressions’ here because the number of in-depth inter-
views was only eight. The interviews focused on the respondents’ childhood 
experiences of nature, connected to their physical home surroundings and 
parental activities. As said in the methodology section, the respondents had been 
selected for equal presence of men and women and, crosswise, for their adher-
ence to a more arcadian or a more wild image of nature (i.e. associating more 
arcadian items or more wild-nature items, respectively, with ‘real nature’ in the 
preceding survey).
Adherence to an arcadian or a wild nature image could not be associated with 
simple parameters of gender or urban/rural childhood surroundings (compare 
Kahn 1999: 164, 184). The data suggested, however, an association with two 
subtly different types of childhood nature experience. In the first type, respon-
dents discussed admiration for the big skies, the enjoyment of the singing birds, 
the smells of the woods and flowers, the touch of the leaves of grass and so on 
(i.e. experiences with all five senses), and they mention many experiences with, 
rather than in, nature, for example, there were statements such as “People 
warned us that the swamp was dangerous. (....) It happened regularly that the 
surface began to suck you up .... then someone else was needed to pull you out 
again.”; “Once, me and my little brother were walking home. Then suddenly 
there was this big whirlwind. Our coats billowed all up and there we went, right 
off the ground!” and “I remember very well that in spring, my little sister and I 
found young birds, just out of the egg, that had fallen out of the nest. We then 
began to fiddle around with it with a twig, and saw how it moved ... the bill, and 
the big eyes still closed.”
In the second type of experiences, the utilitarian and visual background func-
tions of nature were more emphasized, as well as playing in, rather than with 
nature, as, for instance, in the following quotes: “[In the forest with the family], 
we had a picnic and we played games. Or we went picking blueberries, to make 
jam at home. So, it was useful at the same time. What it was all about was doing 
nice things, recreation.””; “We lived close to the dunes, the forest and the 
beach. (....) One thing I did was horse riding on the beach. I could say that I had a 
beautiful décor, but my parents did not involve me in it. If I now see a tree, I do 
not know its name.”; “I went with my friends to build huts, or skate on the 
pond, or make a fire in the wasteland. During all these activities, nature was 
there in the background.”; “In the back of the garden, we had a barn with a 
goat. The goat was strictly there for the milk only.”
In our sample, these two types of experience appeared to be associated with an 
adherence to a wild image of nature and to an arcadian image of nature, 
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respectively. This typology lies close to empirical findings reported by Kals et al. 
(1999), where the five senses and ‘concrete experiences’ in childhood are 
associated with nature-friendly behavior in adulthood. Possibly, existing data 
from ‘significant life experience’ research (Chawla 1998) could be re-analyzed for 
this difference.
One of the interview questions was whether the respondents had had special 
places of their own. The answers allowed for a spatial typology of children’s own 
places. One type was a secluded place where children, alone or in a small group, 
might withdraw for a rather long time, for example “my own little home in 
nature”, as one respondent said. The second type also concerns secluded places 
but these were visited only temporarily in the course of wider exploits, for 
example to hide secret things or to build a hut and then leave again. The third 
type of place was much larger and was primarily used for play rather than for 
privacy or secrecy. The special place might be ecologically special such as the 
swampy area mentioned already, but might also be truly expansive; as one 
respondent said, “the whole neighborhood was ours to run about”. This 
typology did not correlate with adherence to the arcadian or the wild nature 
image, but it did with gender (see next section).
Differences between respondent categories
A number of bivariate associations were present in the quantitative dataset 
between the images and values on the one hand, and demographic variables on 
the other (Table 3). The major limitation of the quantitative research component 
was that it was purely inductive, however, these associations do not have the 
status of tested hypotheses. Confining ourselves here to the ones that had a 
really strong level of significance (p<0.000), it was found that women and rural 
dwellers ascribed a higher degree of naturalness than did men and urban 
dwellers to arcadian nature (Table 3). Men on the other hand ascribed a higher 
degree of naturalness to wild nature. Younger and more highly educated 
respondents put more emphasis on the intrinsic value of nature. The latter 
finding confirms a tendency found in most other studies on environmental 
attitudes.
The major limitation of the qualitative research component was the low number 
of interviews, yet it is noteworthy that the typology of ‘own places’ turned out 
to be gendered. All three respondents who reported a secluded place of their 
own that was visited for longer periods were women, and all four who spoke 
about the other, more temporary and expansive types of such places were men. 
We may recall here also the intensely private character of the own place of the 
farming women quoted in the previous overview. . 
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g e n e r a l  d i s C u s s i o n
A number of general issues emerged from the previous overview and research 
material. Western culture is usually supposed to be characterized by an ideology 
of dominance and exploitation of nature. Although this ideology may indeed 
have been that of the general public until recently, in this paper, we have shown 
that below the cultural ‘layers’ of professional philosophy and policy discourses, 
the general public in the Western countries has developed a new biophilia, 
characterized by an almost universal acknowledgement of the intrinsic value of 
nature and a rich variety of recognized types of nature and ways in which nature 
is experienced. If environmental philosophy would be more open to the world 
and less self-referencing, it could do more to discover lay people’s visions, and 
bring improved articulations of these concepts back to their originators.
Geographically within the Western world, research on visions of nature is largely 
confined to northwestern Europe, but with some information from the USA. 
Data are lacking from southern Europe, which may have a very different ‘culture 
of nature’. One important line of further research, therefore, appears to be the 
development of quantitative scales for visions of nature that may be applicable 
in cross-cultural investigations.
A second and quite policy-relevant line for further research concerns the origin 
of people’s visions of nature. Our qualitative research component indicated that 
adherence to a wild or to a more arcadian image of nature in adulthood may be 
associated with more intense and direct, versus more utilitarian and distanced, 
experiences of nature in childhood. As Kals et al. (1999) asserted, findings of this 
kind are of relevance for environmental education. To this we could add that 
they are of relevance to city management, landscape design and the manage-
ment of protected areas too, for the obvious reason that for experience of 
nature to exist at all, nature (especially of the types that invite play) has to be 
accessible to children. At the same time, we agree with Kals et al.(1999) that the 
childhood/adulthood linkage requires much more research. The lines of causality, 
for instance, are as yet unclear. Do experiences cause visions, as we may be 
inclined to think, or the reverse, or do they arise together out of a deeper causal 
source? What is in fact carried over to adulthood; is it the visions (as we may be 
inclined to think), or the activities and capabilities that people have acquired, 
with the ‘attached’ visions only following suit? What, finally, is the role of the 
presence of parents, deemed of great importance by Kals et al. (1999), a notion 
repeated my many scientific and popular writers? In our interviews, many 
significant experiences were narrated from children’s private places and private 
times, away from the “twinned plagues of supervision and lack of autonomy”, as 
Katz (1993) called them.
Connected to the issue of the childhood sources of adult nature-friendliness, 
important questions may be put forward concerning the future of biophilia in 
the Western countries. Although age and nature-friendliness correlate negatively 
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in most studies, it is sometimes found that attitudes of the youngest respondents 
are less environmentally friendly than those of the older respondents (e.g. Dietz 
et al. 1998). This could be due to an age effect, but it could also point at the 
presence of a biophilic cohort that will only get older and then die off. In this 
context, it may be noted that many members of the currently dominant cohorts 
grew up in the 1950s and 1960s, a period characterized by much more natural 
(‘waste’) space in and around the towns than at present, with television only 
available for a few hours per day, low crime rates and hence much freedom to 
move, and parents unbothered by the ‘quality time’ pressure that children 
should never be seen being alone and doing ‘nothing’. Thus, the present 
generation which is 30 to 50 years of age may be a unique in the sense that most 
of it now lives in the cities, but most at the time have a lively memory of being in 
and with nature (De Groot 1999). Children growing up in the present day may 
end up with a very different set of visions of nature (Levi and Kocher 1999).
With respect to the more short-term and small-scale issues of day-to-day interac-
tions between local people and protected areas that they may happen to live 
close to, we hope to have indicated in this paper that attitudes of people 
comprise many more, and quite likely much more positive, issues than the 
specific opinions about, and grievances against, the management of protected 
areas. Such opinions and grievances should of course be researched and 
addressed, but relationships between parks and people can be built on a much 
broader and deeper basis than these specific opinions and negotiations only.
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t a b l e  1
Images of the relationship between humans and nature.
Based on De Groot (1992), Kockelkoren (1992) and Zweers (1995). The singular 
“Man” here comes closer to the Dutch term “de mens” than does the English 
plural “humans”; in Dutch, “de mens” is ungendered. The images are ordered in 
decreasing order of anthropocentricity. The main dividing line is drawn at the 
point of recognition of real intrinsic value of nature. The first three images 
roughly represent the three mainstream currents in Dutch politics (conservative 
liberals, social democrats and christian-democrats). The partnership image is a 
largely Dutch product (e.g. De Groot 1992). ‘Oneness with nature’ is related to 
New Age and deep ecology (e.g. Bragg 1996).
 
    
Anthropocentric 
   
Non-anthropocentric  
    
Man the technocrat-adventurer
Man the manager-engineer
Man the steward of nature
 
Man the guardian of nature 
Man and nature as partners
Man as participant in nature
Oneness with nature (‘Unio mystica’)
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included items
sun, sea, wind
wild plants, insects, moss, small game, fungi, birds in 
the city, weeds in the field
meadows, fields, cattle and pigs
city parks, gardens, vegetable gardens, woodlots, 
roadside plants
potted plants, gardens, vegetable gardens, cattle 
and pigs, dogs and cats.
image 
    
The elements   
Spontaneous nature
   
Production nature  
Planted nature 
 
Domesticated nature
t a b l e  2
Types of nature distinguished by Natuurbeschermingsraad (1993)
1 
2 
3
4 
5 
6 
7  
8  
9  
10  
11 
 
Images of nature generated by the factor analysis of Buijs and Volker 
(1997)
 
1 
2 
3
4 
5 
 Wild nature (original, free nature)
 Secondary nature (nature that follows human interventions)
 Extraction nature (for fishing, hunting etc.)
 Production nature (for food, hydropower etc.)
 Regulatory nature (for micro-climate, water purification etc.)
 Harmful nature (weeds, mosquitoes, quicksand, floods, hurricanes etc.)
 Healing nature (for psychological restoration, clean air, natural medicines etc.)
 Esthetical nature (décor for recreation, play, work etc.)
 Intriguing nature (source of surprise, object of wonder and research)
Informative nature (the indicators of acid rain, eutrophication etc.)
 Domesticated nature (pets, potted plants etc.)
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t a b l e  3 
Result of the factor analysis (n = 200). 
The items are those of the questionnaire. Factors scores are the degree to which the 
items fit into the factor (image of nature) as a whole. Mean degree of naturalness is 
calculated by assigning 3 to “strong” association with real nature, and 2, 1 and 0 to 
“moderate”. “slight” and “no” association with real nature, respectively. SD is the 
standard deviation of the average degree of naturalness. 
image
Arcadian nature
Total Arcadian
Wild nature
Total wild
Penetrant nature
Total penetrant
Domesticated nature
Total domesticated
Utility nature
Total utility
The rainforest
items
Relaxing in the heathland
Willows in the grasslands
Lambs in the meadow
Meadow birds
Cows in a nature reserve
Picking blueberries
A grainfield
An earthquake
The Northpole
The wind
Gravity
Mosquitoes
Weed in the garden
A dandelion in the pavement
Rats in the shed
Dogs and cats
Houseplants
A tropical fish aquarium
A grainfield
Rabbit hunting
A soccer field
The rainforest
factor 
score
522
634
641
493
578
493
523
614
458
620
623
541
460
711
573
572
598
449
583
385
377
mean
degree of 
naturalness
2.52
2.16
2.11
2.05
1.99
1.97
1.70
2.07
2.67
2.53
2.52
2.25
2.49
1.82
1.71
1.58
1.28
1.59
1.06
1.04
0.62
0.91
1.70
0.54
0.35
0.86
2.96
sd of
average
0.84
1.07
0.95
0.98
0.99
1.01
1.19
0.86
0.92
0.91
1.19
1.1
1.21
1.11
1.22
1.07
1.05
0.96
1.19
0.98
0.86
0.52
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Visions of nature and landscape type 
preferences: 
an exploration in the Netherlands
a b s t r a C t
A survey was carried out among inhabitants of Gennep, a small-town munici-
pality in the East of the Netherlands, questioning about (1) the types of nature 
that people distinguish and the levels of naturalness ascribed to these types of 
nature, (2) the images that people hold of the appropriate relationship between 
people and nature and the level of adherence to these images, and (3) people’s 
preference of broadly defined landscape types. Types of nature inferred by 
means of factor analysis were labeled arcadian, wild and penetrative nature, the 
last category comprising elements such as mosquitoes and rats in the barn. Factor 
analysis was used as well to infer images of appropriate relationship, which 
appeared to hinge around the concepts of mastery over nature, responsibility for 
nature and participation in nature, respectively. Levels of adherence to the 
responsibility and participation images were very high, indicative of a ‘new 
biophilia’ mainstream in Dutch culture. 
Landscape types were defined, roughly, as (1) landscape made by and for people, 
(2) park-like, arcadian landscape, (3) wild, interactive landscape and (4) landscape 
“in which one may experience the greatness and forces of nature”. Strikingly, 
more than half of the respondents expressed preference for this last (‘deep 
ecology’) landscape type, with another third preferring the wild, interactive 
landscape. The highest preference of the ‘greatness and forces’ landscape was 
found among the respondents with high ascription of naturalness to the 
penetrative type of nature and respondents adhering to the participation-in-
nature image of relationship.
Preferences for landscape types as defined here should be distinguished from 
visual or behavioral landscape preferences. Even if people may not select 
landscapes of the ‘greatness and forces of nature’ in daily behaviors, these 
landscapes of wilderness and greatness do connect with human visions and 
desires.
Key words 
landscape, nature, the Netherlands, attitudes, naturalness, relationship with 
nature, wilderness, deep ecology, NEP
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i n t r o d u C t i o n
In Western countries in general and in highly urbanized ones such as the 
Netherlands in particular, remarkable levels of nature-friendliness are currently 
found to exist within the general public. In surveys in Norway and Sweden, an 
average of 80 per cent of the respondents acknowledge the intrinsic value of 
nature, that is, nature’s right to exist irrespective of its uses and functions for 
humankind (Grendstad and Wollenbeak, 1998). In surveys in the Netherlands, 
this percentage is usually 90 per cent or higher (Van den Born et al., 2001). This 
‘new biophilia’, as it is sometimes called, may be hypothecated as a new cultural 
phase of the Western societies, that is now succeeding the previous phases of 
nature’s conquest and domestication (De Groot, 1999).
Apart from this aspect of the value of nature, Van den Born et al. (2001) have 
coined the term ‘visions of nature’ as an umbrella that comprises two more 
elements:
•  the ‘images of nature’, defined as the types of nature that people distinguish, 
such as, in Western culture, wild nature or arcadian nature 
•  the ‘images of relationship’, defined as the images that people hold of the 
appropriate relationship between humans and nature, examples of which are 
dominion or guardianship.  
Images of nature have been subject to empirical research before (see section 3). 
The same holds for aspects of the people-nature relationship, e.g. between 
nature and health (Kaplan and Kaplan, 1989; Frumkin, 2001), nature and 
children (Kahn, 1999; Nevers et al., 1997) and nature and farmers (Aarts, 1998; 
Kaltoft, 1999); Van den Born et al. (2001) give an overview. The more ethical/
philosophical ‘images of relationship’ as defined above, however, are yet to be 
addressed empirically. The present paper will present the first results in this area.
‘Nature’ in these types of research is understood, roughly, as everything that lives 
or organises itself outside humans and human decisions. The concept of ‘land-
scape’, on the other hand, usually stands for the sensory (most often visual) 
aspects of nature, artifacts and their mixtures, usually taken on a relatively large 
scale. Human preference for different landscapes has been the object of much 
literature, e.g. Coeterier (1987), Herzog (2000) and Misgav (2000), that connects 
the visual qualities of landscapes with preference statements of respondents. 
Nature-friendliness may sometimes be glimpsed indirectly from landscape 
preference research. Ulrich (1986) and Purcell and Lamb (1998), for instance, 
assert that the perceived degree of naturalness in landscapes is a powerful factor 
in the preference that people have for these landscapes; see Van den Berg 
(1999 :118) for group differences within this general picture. Respondents in 
these landscape-oriented surveys or interviews are not invited, however, to 
express their ideas about nature as such or their relationship with nature. 
Hence, no relationships between landscape preferences and views on nature may 
be established.
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The present paper is designed to fill this gap. Our strategy has been to connect 
stated landscape preferences to the two aforementioned elements of Van den 
Born et al.’s  (2001) visions of nature. These two elements concern relatively 
abstract categories and in order to arrive at a proper connection with the 
landscape concept, we have separated the landscape concept into categories 
that are likewise broad and abstract, hence without specific visual details such as 
openness, foliar density or foreground/background distinction, and without 
specific ecosystem content such as forest, wetland, grassland or sea. The land-
scapes thus defined, of which we have distinguished only four, are here called 
‘landscape types’. 
Thus, our main research questions were: (1) What images of nature do people 
distinguish? (2) What images of the appropriate relationship with nature do 
people distinguish? (3) What preference do people have for landscape types? (4) 
How do these preferences relate to the images of nature and the images of the 
appropriate relationship with nature that people adhere to?
Below, the next section introduces the methodology. Sections 3, 4 and 5 then 
report on the results of the first three research questions separately, and Section 
6 presents the interconnections. Section 7 summarises these results and Section 8 
gives the overall discussion and conclusion. 
r e s e a r C h  a p p r o a C h  a n d  m e t h o d
With respect to the images of nature (research question 1), a quantitative 
research method has been well established (see below), and many data are 
already available. The component was included, however, in order to establish 
the relationships with the images of relationship (research question 2) and the 
landscape type preferences (research question 3).
The latter two research questions have never been addressed empirically yet. The 
obvious advantage of this situation is that in terms of substance, innovative 
results may be expected (see sections 4 and 5). Methodologically, however, the 
issue is how to organise the first empirical exploration. One design is to first 
validate the research concepts in qualitative interviews, and then move to 
quantitative survey in order to establish the distribution of these categories over 
the population. The other research design is to accept less validated research 
concepts for the time being and focus on distributions first. Based on such a 
quantitative exploration, it becomes much better known which categories are 
the most relevant for further qualitative validation and enrichment. We have 
chosen for the latter approach, after an informal validity test that checked the 
researchers’ interpretations of the questionnaire items with a number of non-
researchers. Furthermore,  the chosen method of factor analysis also contains a 
validity check; typologies used by the researchers for the ‘top-down’ formulation 
of the questionnaire items, if not re-produced in the factors, may be rejected as 
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non-valid (compare, for instance, Laumann et al., 2001).
Against this background, a survey was designed. It focused on the municipality 
of Gennep, southwest of Nijmegen town. Gennep was selected for its normal-
ness; it has no special demography or features such as a university, a large 
chemical factory, a special landscape or ongoing landscape projects that could set 
it apart from the rest of the Netherlands in terms of nature and landscape 
visions. The municipality is semi-rural; out of its 16,000 inhabitants, 9000 live in 
Gennep town. The small-town character of Gennep ensures that our data will 
not be biased towards ‘eco-centric’ visions that are often associated with more 
urbanite respondents (Van den Berg, 1999). The landscape surrounding Gennep 
is nice without being special, dominated by dairy farm grasslands but also 
containing the Maas river and floodplain, the smaller and more idyllic Niers river, 
a recreation lake and some patches of forest and heath land.
The sample for the survey was drawn randomly from the municipality’s tele-
phone directory. This generates two biases in the sample. First, not all inhabit-
ants are listed, because they have a secret number or no telephone. Overall in 
the Netherlands, the total of these groups is less than 15 per cent, however; we 
have accepted this source of possible bias for an exploratory study. The second 
bias stems from the fact that within families, the husband is often the only one 
listed, or the one filling out the questionnaire anyway. Thus in our sample, it 
turned out that 60 per cent of the respondents were male, as compared to 52 
per cent in Gennep as a whole (Maters, 2000). Although gender differentiation 
in attitudes towards nature is most often found to be insignificant (e.g. Van den 
Berg, 1999), this calls for some caution when generalizing for the population as a 
whole. Five hundred questionnaires were sent out through the regular mail; 
eight were returned to sender due to wrong address, and a total of n = 172 
completed questionnaires were returned, representing a response of 35 per cent 
(which is high for the Netherlands).
In terms of educational level, the sample contained 21.6 per cent of respondents 
with lower education (primary school and lower vocational training), 47.6 per 
cent with middle-level education (high school or vocational middle-level), and 
29.0 per cent with higher education (higher vocational training or university). 
These figures match well with the Netherlands as a whole (Maters, 2000). The 
age distribution matched as well. The same holds for the political affiliations, 
with social democrats, conservative liberals and christian-democrats, in that 
sequence, in the lead, as they are in the Netherlands as a whole. By and large, 
then, there are no reasons to suspect serious sampling errors.
The images of nature were elicited in the same way as done by Bervaes et al. 
(1997), Buijs and Filius (1998), Van den Berg (1999) and Van den Born et al. 
(2001), based on the work of Rosch and Mervis (1975) on cognitive schemata. 
Existing expert-based listings of types of nature (e.g. Van den Born et al., 2001) 
were used by the researchers to generate concrete types-of-nature instances. 
The listings distinguish between, for instance, ‘domestic nature’, ‘wild nature’, 
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‘functional nature’ etc., and the types-of-nature examples then are, for instance, 
‘cats and dogs’, ‘the rainforest’ and ‘meadows’, respectively. These instances 
were used as items in the questionnaire, of which respondents were asked to 
indicate (on a three-point scale) the degree to which they “associate these items 
with real nature”. The responses were subjected to a factor analysis (extraction 
method: principal axis factoring; rotation method: varimax with Kaiser rotation), 
a technique that extracts the items to which respondents tend to assign the same 
degree of being “real nature”, whether high, middle or low. These new groups 
of items (‘factors’) may then be labeled by the researchers, forming a new, 
empirically grounded typology of images of nature (see, for instance, Gorsuch, 
1974: 186 and Kim and Mueller, 1994: 113 on the interpretation of identified 
factors) . Since our purpose was to connect the images of nature with landscape 
preferences rather than identifying new images, the questionnaire items largely 
coincide with those used by Van den Born et al. (2001), only somewhat reduced 
in number; they are listed in Table 1.
The same factor analysis method was used for the elicitation of images of the 
appropriate relationship between people and nature. As a starting point, we 
used the typology of ‘relationship images’ shown in Table 2, based on the work 
of De Groot (1992) who summarised from Dutch and American environmental 
philosophy. These images range from the most anthropocentric image of man 
the technocrat-adventurer, conquering nature and trusting technology to fix all 
problems that might arise, up to the most eco-centric image of ‘Oneness with 
nature’, i.e. the New-Age ‘deep ecologist’ re-uniting with nature, the divine 
process of Being. In-between, we find the anthropocentric but more cautious 
man the manager of nature, the well-known image of stewardship, and three 
non-anthropocentric images, defined by that in these, an intrinsic value of 
nature has been acknowledged. In the guardianship image, humans are seen as 
lording over an intrinsic yet not fully up-to-level value. The image of partnership 
between humans and nature is much more one of horizontal, dynamic exchanges 
in which values (e.g. non-dominance and intensity) are acknowledged also of 
these exchanges themselves. In the image of participation in nature, nature is 
seen as an all-encompassing whole that includes its own spirituality, in which 
humans may participate.
As is not difficult to imagine, formulating instances that may express these 
images in a questionnaire is an as yet tentative job. The first attempt of Van den 
Born et al. (2001) had not been successful. Trying a second time for the present 
questionnaire, we were satisfied by some of our inventions, such as the item of 
“I would love to once join the wild geese on their journey”, designed to express 
the participation image. Others, to our feeling, do not seem fully adequate yet 
and are open for improvement, e.g. by way of open interviews or stronger links 
with recent empirical research on the spiritual aspects of nature such as Williams 
and Harvey (2001). The full list of items is in Table 3, where it is indicated after 
each item which image of relationship it was designed to express. We used a 
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1 As a linguistic note, it may be remarked here that the Dutch original “groots/
grootsheid” is somewhat more confined to bigness and hence less strongly 
positive than the English “great/greatness”.  In Dutch, all four landscape types 
items were designed to have a slightly positive connotation (in keeping with 
Ulrich, 1993), but not one stronger than the other. 
five-point scale to measure level of agreement, assigning +2 to “strongly agree”, 
+1 to “agree”, 0 to “neutral”, -1 to “disagree” and -2 to “strongly disagree”.
The landscape types were put into a single questionnaire question, in which 
respondents were asked to express their preference (“This landscape I like the 
best: .......”). The landscape types were designed as most likely preferences of 
respondents adhering to certain images of relationship. Since previous research 
of Bervaes et al. (1997), Buijs and Filius (1998) and Van den Born et al. (2001) had 
indicated already that most respondents would fall into the non-anthropocentric 
group, only one landscape type was designed for association with the two most 
anthropocentric images of Table 1: “A well-ordered landscape, made by and for 
people”. The other extreme, “A landscape in which one may experience the 
greatness and forces of nature”1, was designed for association with the two 
ecocentric extremes. The other two, the English park landscape and the rough, 
natural outback were designed for association with the stewards/guardians of 
nature and the partnership-with-nature adherents, respectively. As touched upon 
already in the introduction, these verbal formulations leave the respondent free 
to think about any concrete landscape while filling out the questionnaire. The 
landscape of ‘greatness and forces of nature’ may be the wide-open spaces for 
one respondent, the sea for an other, or the high mountains for the next. Thus 
for all landscape types, the responses are independent of the tastes of respon-
dents in terms of concrete landscapes such as the sea or wetland or forest.
The data were analysed by means of the SPSS statistical software.
i m a g e s  o f  n a t u r e
The scree-plot of the factor analysis indicated that a distinction between four 
factors (images of nature) yields the most significant classification. Table 1 shows 
the factor scores through which items are grouped together by the factor 
analysis, as well as the average levels of naturalness ascribed to these images. The 
latter levels were calculated by assigning 2 to “full”, 1 to “a bit” and 0 to “no” 
association with real nature.
We named the first group of items, headed by the lambs in the meadow (factor 
score .751), ‘arcadian nature’, because the items grouped here suggest the 
peaceful, small-scale harmony of people and nature in the traditional arcadia of 
Western culture (Schama, 1995; Eisenberg, 1998). The inclusion of the grain field 
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could be seen as slightly contradictory to this. The reason of its inclusion could 
be, however, that respondents were not offered more items such as ‘a soccer 
field’ that could have formed a group of ‘utility nature’ together with the grain 
field, as in Van den Born et al. (2001). The overall level of naturalness ascribed to 
arcadian nature is 1.52 on the scale between 0 and 2.
The second image of nature, headed by the mosquitoes (factor score .821) could 
be interpreted as joining negative elements of nature but on the other hand, the 
(dangerous) earthquake and swamp are excluded here and in the longer list of 
items in Van den Born et al. (2001), the dandelion growing in the pavement is 
included in this group. Following Van den Born et al., we labeled this image of 
nature as ‘penetrative nature’, i.e. the type of nature that creeps into places we 
have designed to be our own. The overall level of naturalness ascribed to this 
image of nature is 1.27 on the scale between 0 and 2.
The third image, grouping the North Pole, the sea, the wind and the earthquakes, 
has been called ‘elementary nature’. As may be seen in the Table, the swamp is 
left as a lone item not grouped with any other in the factor analysis. Since it 
shares its wild character with elementary nature and the fact that virtually the 
same number of respondents associates the swamp with real nature, we will 
group elementary nature and the swamp together in the rest of our analysis, 
calling it ‘wild nature’. The overall level of naturalness ascribed to this group is 
the highest of the three, with a mean of 1.90 on the scale between 0 and 2.
In order to identify relations with background variables such as age and gender, 
as well as to prepare for the analysis of possible association with landscape type 
preferences, respondents were classified into categories of those who character-
istically assign higher degrees of naturalness to arcadian, penetrative and wild 
nature, respectively. Two selection strategies may be distinguished in this respect. 
The first is to simply select all respondents who assign “full” association with real 
nature to all items of the three respective groups. This has the disadvantage, 
however, that many respondents may be excluded rather arbitrarily, and that 
respondents who assign a high level of naturalness to many items would be 
selected for possibly all three groups. In order to arrive at a less arbitrary and 
more mutually exclusive classification, a procedure was followed that expresses 
that the typical ‘arcadian’ respondent is one who will not ascribe high natural-
ness to such very non-arcadian things as mosquitoes or rats in the barn, while at 
the same time another category should be formed by respondents who (right-
fully) assume that the rat in the barn is in fact a more free, more natural creature 
than the very arcadian lambs in the meadow. Thus, the classification became:
(1) Characteristic respondents ascribing a high level of naturalness to arcadian 
nature are those with a level of naturalness assigned to arcadian nature that is 
(a) higher than the mean and (b) higher than the level of naturalness assigned to 
penetrative nature. With these criteria, 74 respondents were selected.
(2) Characteristic respondents ascribing a high level of naturalness to wild nature 
are those with a level of naturalness assigned to wild nature that is (a) higher 
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than the mean and (b) higher than the level of naturalness assigned to arcadian 
nature. With these criteria, 104 respondents were selected.
(3) Characteristic respondents ascribing a high level of naturalness to penetrative 
nature are those with a level of naturalness assigned to penetrative nature that 
is (a) higher than the mean and (b) higher than the level of naturalness assigned 
to arcadian nature. With these criteria, 51 respondents were selected. 
This classification yielded the following results (with levels of significance in 
Pearson’s Chi-square test added in parentheses). The category of characteristic 
respondents ascribing a high level of naturalness to arcadian nature was 
composed of relatively many women (0.01), with age and level of education non-
significant. The category of characteristic respondents ascribing a high level of 
naturalness to wild nature was composed of relatively many men (0.04), people 
in the 35 to 54-age bracket (0.03) and people with higher education (0.03). The 
category of characteristic respondents ascribing a high level of naturalness to 
penetrant nature was composed of relatively many men (0.01), people in the 45 
to 54-age bracket (0.05) and people with higher education (0.06).
Overall, the analysis shows that respondents distinguish between a consistent set 
of images of nature. As said in the previous section, our purpose here has been 
mainly to classify our respondents in Van den Born et al.’s (2001) images-of-
nature system, preparing to investigate the association with landscape type 
preferences. As it turned out, the only difference between Table 1 and Van den 
Born et al. is that the latter have generated two additional images of nature 
(‘domesticated nature’ and ‘utility nature’), due to the fact that they included 
more items in their questionnaire, including ones such as ‘cats and dogs’ and ‘a 
soccer field’. The levels of naturalness ascribed to the images of arcadian, 
penetrative and wild nature in our and their surveys are basically equal (after 
transferring the scales).
i m a g e s  o f  t h e  p e o p l e - n at u r e  r e l at i o n s h i p
The scree-plot of the factor analysis indicated that a distinction between three or 
four factors (images of relationship) yields the most significant classification. 
Since we had generated our questionnaire items basically from four images 
(technocrat-adventurer and manager-engineer, steward and guardian, partner, 
and participant), our preference was for the four-factor solution. It turned out, 
however, that although the two extremes of this set were readily interpretable, 
the middle two were not; both were mixtures of steward/guardian and partner 
items. Thus, we decided to choose the simpler, three-factor solution, given in 
Table 3. As may be seen in the Table, the factors come out with good statistical 
clarity. Jointly they explain 32 percent of the variance.
As for the substantive interpretation of the three factors, Table 3 shows that the 
first and the last factor coincide with the theoretical images (Table 2) used to 
generate the questionnaire items. In other words, the strongly anthropocentric 
theoretical images of man the technocrat-adventurer and man the manager-
engineer, as well as the strongly eco-centric theoretical images of participation in 
nature and oneness with nature, have been reproduced empirically. Naming 
these two factors ‘Man the Adventurer and Exploiter of nature’ and ‘Man the 
Participant in nature’ respectively, as well as placing them first and last on the 
anthropocentricity/ecocentricity scale, was therefore unambiguous. The analysis 
also showed that the ‘middle images’ of Table 1 (man the steward, guardian and 
partner of nature), although coming out well as a group, were not reproduced 
separately through this survey. It cannot be known yet if this muddledness is 
present in reality, implying that lay people do not agree with the environmental 
philosophers that the three images denote relevantly different ethical stances, or 
that the questionnaire items through which we have tried to elicit the images 
are as yet not fully adequate. At this point, we have given the whole group the 
heading of ‘Man Responsible for Nature’, and taken this image as point of 
departure for further analysis.
Table 3 also shows the levels of adherence on the five-point scale between -2 and 
+2. With a mean level of adherence of 1.60 on this scale, the responsibility-for-
nature image is clearly Dutch mainstream culture at present. This contrasts 
strongly with the assertions of environmental philosophers, even Dutch ones 
such as Zweers (1995), that the Cartesian image of ‘Man the Master and 
Possessor of nature’ (or ‘Man the Despot’) is still dominant in Western societies. 
In Table 3, the equivalent  ‘Adventurer and Exploiter’ image has an overall level 
of adherence of only 0.14, meaning that the negative responses of respondents 
to the items of this image almost outweigh the positive ones; the Cartesian 
vision has become a sub current within the general public. On the other end of 
the scale, we encounter the strongly romantic, spiritualizing elements of ‘Man 
the Participant’. With its overall level of adherence of 0.23 this is a sub current 
too but jointly with the mainstream Responsibility image, it is a strong empirical 
grounding of Van den Born et al.’s (2001) ‘new biophilia’.
In order to identify relations with background variables and landscape type 
preferences, respondents were classified as adherents of the three images. The 
classification procedure was that in order for a respondent to be classified in one 
of the images, the respondent had agreed or strongly agreed with all items 
making up that image. This yielded 12, 127 and 25 respondents in the three 
categories of Adventurer/exploiter, Responsible and Participant categories, 
respectively. The classification was considered satisfactory because these numbers 
of respondents reflect the overall levels of adherence.
The analysis of association with the background variable yielded the following 
results (with levels of significance of Pearson’s Chi-square test again in paren-
theses).  The category of respondents adhering to the ‘Adventurer and Exploiter’ 
image was composed of relatively many people over 55 years of age (0.04) and 
many people with a low level of education (0.01), with gender influence insig-
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nificant. These levels of significance are remarkable because they exist in spite of 
the low number of adherents of this image; with respect to level of education, 
for instance, 8 of the 12 respondents in this category had only primary school or 
lower vocational training. The large mainstream category of adherents to the 
Responsibility-for-nature image was composed of somewhat more younger 
people (0.01), with influences of gender and level of education insignificant. The 
category of Participants-in-nature was composed of somewhat less people with 
lower levels of education (0.05) with influences of age and gender insignificant.
l a n d s C a p e  t y p e  p r e f e r e n C e s
In the survey, respondents were asked to indicate one preference between four 
landscape types. In literal translation, the questionnaire items were: 
(1) A well-ordered landscape, made by and for people
(2) A varied, park-like landscape
(3) Untamed nature, with which one may have many interactions
(4) A landscape in which one may experience the greatness and forces of nature.
Following De Groot (1999), the first of these items was designed to appeal to the 
strongly anthropocentric (‘Adventurer and Exploiter’) respondents, the second to 
the arcadian and stewardship types of respondents, the third to appeal to the 
partnership-with-nature image, and the fourth to the participant and oneness-
with-nature ideas. With that, we expected the second image to draw most of the 
respondents, and the fourth only a spiritualistic few.
The result, however, was the reverse. As shown in Table 4, the preferences were 4 
per cent to the man-made landscape, 13 per cent to the park-like landscape, 31 
per cent to untamed, interactive nature, while a majority of 51 per cent of the 
respondents preferred the landscape of ‘greatness and forces of nature’. 
Surprising though this is, it should be borne in mind that responses such as these 
may be highly dependent on the type of questions and the research setting. This 
issue will be taken up in the Discussion section.
Relationships were tested between landscape type preference and the back-
ground variables of age, gender and level of education. We mention levels of 
significance in Pearson’s Chi-square test in parentheses. Association with age 
turned out to be non-significant (0.14). Only very slight tendencies seemed to 
exist that people above 55 have more preference for the ordered and park-like 
landscapes, while people below 45 are less interested in these landscape types. 
The landscape of greatness and forces of nature is certainly no desire of only the 
young; the preference for this landscape is high in all ages except above 65, and 
slightly elevated in the 25 to 54-age bracket. Relationship with gender was 
squarely insignificant (0.69). The relationship with level of education was well 
clustered (0.05), with the lowest educated preferring the man-made and park-
like landscapes and the highest educated preferring the ‘greatness and forces’ 
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landscape even more than the average. Overall, these findings are congruent 
with those of Van den Berg (1999) who studied visual landscape preferences in 
the Netherlands, and theories such as those of Ulrich (1993), which suggest that 
personal security and confidence (factors which are likely to be more prevalent 
among the higher educated and not-too-old) are associated with higher prefer-
ence for wilder, less secure landscapes.  
a s s o C i at i o n s  o f  l a n d s C a p e  t y p e  p r e f e r e n C e s 
w i t h  v i s i o n s  o f  n at u r e
In this section, the associations are described between landscape type prefer-
ences on the one hand and visions of nature, i.e. the levels of naturalness that 
respondents ascribe to elements of their environment, and their ideas of the 
appropriate relationship between people and nature, on the other hand. Based 
on the theoretical notions put forward in the previous sections, a number of 
associations were expected, e.g. (1) association of the idea that arcadian nature 
is natural with preference for the most traditionally arcadian, ‘park-like’ land-
scape type, (2) association of the idea that in fact penetrative nature is more 
natural with preference for the more wild types of landscape, (3) and a more or 
less one-to-one association of adherence to the three images of the people-
nature relationship with preference of the four landscape types: the adventurer/
exploiter with the man-made landscape, the ‘steward/guardian/partner’ with the 
park-like and the interactive landscapes, and the participant-in-nature with the 
‘greatness and forces of nature’ landscape type.
Table 4 shows the result of the cross tabulation of images of nature and land-
scape types. The figures should be interpreted against the background of the 
strong overall (‘all respondents’) preference of the ‘wild’ and ‘greatness’ land-
scape types, discussed in the previous section. It then appears that:
(1) respondents ascribing a high level of naturalness to arcadian nature appear 
to be somewhat less charmed than the average by the landscape of ‘greatness 
and forces’, but this relationship is not significant in the Chi-square test
(2) respondents ascribing a high level of naturalness to wild nature tend to move 
their preferences towards the wilder landscapes, especially that of the ‘greatness 
and forces’ (significance 0.01 in Pearson’s Chi-square test)
(3) respondents ascribing a high level of naturalness to penetrative nature move 
even stronger in that direction, with 66 per cent preferring the latter landscape 
(significance is only 0.06 due to their lower number).
Overall, this outcome confirms the expectations.
Table 5 shows the association between landscape type preference and adherence 
to images of people-nature relationship. Again, the figures should be inter-
preted as variation around the general (‘all respondents’) rejection of man-made 
and preference for wild and great landscapes. So doing, it appears that:
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(1) adherents to the Adventurer and Exploiter image have a higher-than-average 
preference for the man-made and park-like landscape, while rejecting the 
‘greatness and forces’ landscape
(2) adherents to the Responsibility-for-nature image have a lower-than-average 
preference for the man-made and park-like landscapes, and a somewhat 
stronger-than-average preference for the landscape of ‘greatness and forces’
(3) adherents of the Participant-in-nature image are almost completely (80 per 
cent) clustered in preference for the ‘greatness and forces’ landscape.
All these relationships were significant in Pearson’s Chi-square test at a level of 
0.02 or lower. Overall, they confirm the expectations.
 
s u m m a r i s i n g  C o n C l u s i o n
In the foregoing, it has been shown that people in Gennep distinguish between 
a consistent set of images of nature such as arcadian nature and wild nature. 
Levels of naturalness ascribed to wild nature elements were 1.90 on a scale 
running between 0 and 2. On that same scale, elements of ‘penetrative nature’ 
such as mosquitoes or rats in the barn still have an ascribed level of naturalness 
of 1.27, indicating that respondents have a wider view on nature than including 
only what is nice and green.
Applying the same methodology but new in terms of substance, we also found 
that people in Gennep distinguish between three images of the appropriate 
relationship of people and nature, and that these images, speaking in terms of 
mastership of nature, responsibility for nature or participation in nature, partly 
reproduce images articulated in environmental philosophy. The degree to which 
respondents adhere to these images, however, contrasts strongly to what 
philosophers usually assert; the mastership image is only an undercurrent among 
the respondents, responsibility for nature is the broad mainstream, and the 
spiritual/romantic image of participation in nature is present as an undercurrent 
that has gained more strength than the mastership image. These findings 
represent the first empirical confirmation of the evolutionary theory of De Groot 
(1999), who conjectured that in the rapidly urbanizing settings such as the 
Netherlands, new protective attitudes and a new longings for nature are rising 
to cultural dominance.
Landscape type preferences were investigated by means of verbal formulations 
(hence not photographs) that left respondents free in terms of ecosystem types 
or visual aspects such as foreground/background details. Man-made and tradi-
tionally arcadian landscapes (“well-ordered”,  “park-like”) were preferred by 
only a small minority of the respondents, while the two wild and experiential 
landscape types, formulated with terms such as “untamed” and “the greatness 
and forces of nature”, were preferred jointly by more than 80 per cent of the 
respondents. This preference was even stronger among the higher educated. 
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Associations between landscape type preferences and the images of nature 
follow expected patterns. Respondents who ascribe higher levels of naturalness 
to wild and penetrative nature than to arcadian nature have an even higher 
preference than the average for the wild and great landscapes, running up to 66 
per cent preference for the ‘greatness and forces’ landscape of the ‘penetrant 
nature’ respondents. As for the images of people-nature relationship, adherents 
of the ‘Adventurer and Exploiter’ image appear to have a higher-than-average 
preference for the man-made and park-like landscape types, while the other two 
groups lean stronger than average toward the wild and great landscapes, 
running up to a preference for the ‘greatness and forces’ landscape type of 80 
per cent of the Participant-in-nature respondents.
d i s C u s s i o n 
Van den Berg (1999: 63) studied the association of two variables allied to the 
images of relationship and the landscape type preference. Related to the images 
of relationship, a degree of ecocentricity was measured by means of the widely 
used NEP scale  (Dunlap and Van Liere, 1978). Related to the landscape type 
preferences, Van den Berg measured preferences for photographed landscapes. 
Contrary to our results, no association of the two variables was found. One 
reason may be, as Van den Berg puts it, that  “acceptance of ecocentric ideas has 
become so widespread that new measures are needed to capture ..... people’s 
cognitions regarding the relationship between humans and nature”.  The items 
shown in Table 3 may be the beginning of such a new scale ‘beyond NEP’. 
The most important methodological caveat that may be brought in against the 
data presented here is that both their substance and their internal coherence 
may be biased by socially desirable responses. The questionnaire items we have 
analyzed were part of a larger questionnaire that also contained items on water 
and water management, but did not touch on non-environmental issues such as 
crime, traffic jams or ethnicity. Implicitly, it must also have been clear to virtually 
all respondents that the survey had been sent to them by a nature-friendly 
university department. Thus, a bias may have arisen that only the more nature-
friendly respondents may have returned the questionnaire and that within this 
group, people have tended to be nice to the department and give nature-
friendly answers. We have of course been aware of this and have addressed the 
issue in all ways possible, inter alia  by choosing Gennep in the first place, by 
using factor analysis instead of direct questions and by formulating the items 
such that they equally fall in line with people’s overall attitudes. Also, the 
consistency of the results and the distribution of background variables (see 
Section 2) do not indicate a strong bias. It does appear to be preferable in 
general, however, to embed this type of questions in surveys that also address 
non-nature issues, such as the ones mentioned already.
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Another point to note is that the respondents have filled out their question-
naires in the safety and warmth of their homes, and not while being swept 
around or threatened in the landscape of “experiences of the greatness and 
forces of nature” where they so intensely appear to want to be. In this context, it 
must be borne in mind that what has been identified in our study might repre-
sent the highest rung on a ladder that goes down from people’s general dreams 
and desires to people’s specific thoughts and behaviours in the varied situations 
of daily life. With the eye on landscape preference research, we may consider 
this ladder to consist of (1) preferences for landscape types elicited as in the 
present paper, i.e. in general and verbal terms, (2) preferences for landscapes 
elicited as in most landscape preference studies, i.e. visualized and depicting 
more concrete landscapes, and (3) preferences for landscapes as expressed in 
concrete behaviors of daily life, such as picnics, play, recreation or recuperation 
from daily stress. 
Obviously, preferences do not need to be constant when going up or down the 
ladder. People may express a preference for the wild open spaces on the highest 
level  and yet, on the behavioral level, spread their picnic blanket in a cosy corner 
of the forest. This is not to say that people are “inconsistent”, as is often thought 
when discrepancies between attitudes and behaviours are found. In terms of our 
landscape types, it only means that people neither desire to have ‘greatness and 
forces’ everywhere continuously, nor a world composed of picnic sites without 
end. Or putting it more positively, it may all be true that on the rungs of the 
ladder in people’s cognitive and value schemata, the great blue whale should 
swim the ocean even if only for us to dream about, the wilderness should be 
there even if peak experiences of wilderness solitude are rare, the recreational 
landscapes should be there to admire their visual beauty, the picnic sites should 
be accessible, cosy and safe, and nature around the block should be our chil-
dren’s challenging playscape.
The steps and variants between dreams and behaviours also have their relevance 
for nature and landscape policies. Visual landscape preferences are obviously 
relevant for landscape protection and design, as are behavioural preferences for 
policies with respect to the zoning of national parks, the design of amenities, 
urban parks planning and so on.
Analogously, the landscape type preferences as identified in the present study 
appear to have a policy relevance in terms of their own substance and level of 
scale. In the Netherlands, for instance, the Wadden Sea, the coast, the great 
lakes and big skies are our landscapes of ‘greatness and forces of nature’. The 
river floodplains and the Veluwe forests are our potential wildernesses of 
‘untamed and interactive nature’. All other countries in Western Europe have 
areas of those qualities and potentials. Protecting and developing landscapes 
such as these, irrespective of visual beauty or recreational-behavioral use, is of 
great value not only for biodiversity or nature as such; it also connects directly 
with human visions and desires as explored in this paper. 
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image of nature 
 
Arcadian nature 
Penetrative  nature 
 
Elementary nature
 
A swamp 
items 
Lambs in the meadow
Grain fields
Pollard willows
Birds brooding in the grassland  
Polder ditches
 
Mosquitoes 
Rats in the barn
Weeds in the garden
The North Pole 
The sea 
The wind 
Earthquakes
A swamp   
sd
.63
.70
.50
.58
.64
.73
.78
.60
.36
.25
.23
.52
.32
factor score
.751
.740
.474
.397
.396
.821
.627
.468
.736
.583
.505
.314
.555
mean level
of naturalness
1.52
1.23 
1.72
1.69
1.42
1.38
0.84
1.58 
1.91
1.95
1.94
1.81
1.91 
t a b l e  1
Results of the factor analysis of images of nature. 
The items are those of the questionnaire. The images are the ‘factors’ identified 
by the statistical procedure and named by the researchers. Factor scores are the 
degrees to which the items fit into the factor (image of nature) as a whole. The 
mean levels of naturalness ascribed to the items are calculated by assigning 2 to 
“full”, 1 to “a bit” and 0 to “no” association with real nature. SD is the standard 
deviation of the mean. ‘Elementary nature’ and ‘a swamp’ may be combined to 
form ‘wild nature’. 
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images
Man the technocrat-adventurer
Man the manager-engineer
Man the steward of nature
 
Man the guardian of nature 
Man and nature as partners
Man as participant in nature
Oneness with nature (‘Unio mystica’)
t a b l e  2 : 
Images of the relationship between humans and nature. 
Based on Van den Born et al. (2001). The abstract singular “Man” here comes 
closer to the Dutch questionnaire term “de mens” than does the English concrete 
plural “humans”; in Dutch, “de mens” is ungendered. The images are ordered in 
decreasing order of anthropocentricity. The main dividing line is drawn at the 
point of recognition of real intrinsic value in nature. The first three images 
roughly represent the traditions of the three mainstream currents in Dutch 
politics (conservative liberals, social democrats and christian-democrats, respecti-
vely). The partnership image is largely a Dutch product (e.g. De Groot, 1992). 
‘Oneness with nature’ is related to New Age and deep ecology philosophy.
degree of anthropocentrism  
    
Anthropocentrism  
    
    
Non-anthropocentric  
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factors and items 
Man the adventurer and exploiter of nature
•  Technology and science can solve environmental problems in the  
 future. (TAME) 
•  Economic growth is necessary to solve environmental problems. (TAME) 
•  Humans have the right to use nature (TAME) 
•  Although nature has value of itself, humans stand above it. (TAME)  
Mean of ‘Adventurer and exploiter’ 
Man responsible for nature
•  People are part of nature. (PT) 
•  It is our duty to conserve nature for future generations. (SG) 
•  Nature may blossom if people interact with it in the right manner. (PR) 
•  We should not stand above nature, but  work together like partners. 
 (PR)
•  We have to take care that plants and animals keep their own places 
 to live. (SG)
Mean of ‘Man responsible for nature’  
Man the participant in nature
•  I would love to once join the wild geese on their journey. (PT) 
•  I would like to be alone for a month in the heath lands, feeling at one 
 with my surroundings. (PT)
•  The spiritual aspect of nature is very important. (PT)
Mean of ‘Man the participant in nature’
t a b l e  3
Result of the factor analysis of images of relationship between humans 
and nature. 
The items are literally those of the questionnaire. After each item, it is marked 
which theoretical image(s) of relationship (Table 1) were used to generate the 
item (TAME = technocrat-adventurer and manager-engineer; SG = steward and 
guardian; PR = partner; PT = participant and ‘oneness’). The images are the 
factors identified by the statistical procedure and named by the researchers. They 
are arranged in increasing order of eco-centricity. Factor scores are the degrees 
to which the items fit into the factor (image of relationship) as a whole. The 
levels of adherence are calculated by assigning 2 to “strongly agree”, 1 to 
“agree”, 0 to “neutral”, -1 to “disagree” and -2 to “strongly disagree”, and 
averaging over the respondents. SD is the standard deviation of the mean. 
 factor 
score
.507 
.446
.403
.582
.435
.405
.458
.478
.505
.740
.669
.332
level of 
adherence
 0.50 
-0.22 
 0.56
-0.37
 0.14
 1.46
 1.79
 1.68
 
 1.32
 1.74
 1.60
 0.39
-0.15
 0.45
 0.23
sd
1.01
1.12
1.05
1.28
0.70
0.56
0.53
0.77
0.47
1.24
1.26
1.06
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t a b l e  4
The association of levels of naturalness ascribed to the three images of 
nature with preference for the four landscape types. 
The method of categorization of the respondents is given in Section 3. The 
landscape types labels (‘man-made’ etc.) summarize the questionnaire formula-
tions given in Section 5. The items that make up the images of nature are in 
Table 2. N is the number of respondents.
 
All respondents  
ARCADIAN nature is natural, 
more so than penetrative nature
WILD nature is natural, more
so than arcadian nature
PENETRATIVE nature is natural,
more so than arcadian nature
experience of
greatness and
forces
52
43
55
66
n 
171
74 
104 
51 
man-made
landscape
3 
1 
0 
0 
park-like 
landscape
14
15
12
10
untamed,
interactive
landscape
32
40
33
24
Landscape type  pre ference  (per  cent)
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t a b l e  5
The association of adherence to images of people-nature relationship 
with preference for the four landscape types. 
The method of categorization of the respondents is described in Section 4. The 
landscape types labels (‘man-made’ etc.) summarize the questionnaire formula-
tions given in Section 5. The items that make up the images of people-nature 
relationship are in Table 3. N is the number of respondents.
All respondents  
Man the ADVENTURER AND 
EXPLOITER of nature
Man RESPONSIBLE for nature
Man the PARTICIPANT in nature
experience of
greatness and
forces
52
8
60
80
n 
170
12 
127 
25 
man-made
landscape
3 
17 
1 
4 
park-like 
landscape
14
33
8
4
untamed,
interactive
landscape
32
42
32
12
Landscape type  pre ference  (per  cent)  
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Implicit Philosophy : Images of the 
relationship between humans and 
nature in the Dutch population.
Riyan J.G. van den Born
published in: Van den Born, R.J.G., Lenders, R.H.J., de Groot, W.T (Eds.) 
(2006): ‘Visions of Nature. A scientific exploration of people’s implicit 
philosophies regarding nature in Germany, the Netherlands and the United 
Kingdom’. LIT Verlag, Berlin.
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a b s t r a C t
This chapter starts with a review of the philosophical classification of images of 
the human/nature relationship, of which ‘mastership’, ‘stewardship’ and ‘part-
nership’ are examples. Subsequently, it is investigated whether there is a relation 
between these rather abstract philosophical images and implicit visions of nature 
that lay people hold. This study is based on a survey in the Netherlands (n = 913).
After a statistical analysis (factor analysis) we may conclude that (1) a good 
congruency exists between philosophical theory and the views of the relation-
ship that lay people in the Netherlands appear to have; (2) the Dutch population 
is far beyond mastership over nature, highly into stewardship, and that even 
more eco-centric visions of nature hold strong constituencies; and (3) the 
adherence to the various images of the human/nature relationship are evenly 
spread over gender, age and education categories.
i n t r o d u C t i o n
Something appears to be moving in European culture. The birthplace of Enligh-
tenment that once proudly proclaimed the mastership of humans over nature 
seems to be stirred by a new ‘biophilia’ (nature-friendliness) (Van den Born et al., 
2001). 
One simple, quantitative indicator of ‘biophilia’ is the percentage of people that 
acknowledge an intrinsic value of nature. In Europe and the US, 70 to 90 percent 
of the general public recognises the right of nature to exist even if it is not useful 
to humans in any way (Grendstad & Wollebaek, 1998; Widegren, 1998; Buijs & 
Volker (1997); Van den Born et al., 2001). Moreover, as will be shown in the 
present chapter, lay people reveal a remarkable richness of views of nature.
The intrinsic value of nature is one element of the ‘values of nature’ concept, 
which in turn 
may be seen as an element in the ‘visions of nature’ umbrella. In Van den Born et 
al. (2001), the conceptual schedule is that ‘visions of nature’, which embrace 
several aspects of people’s ideas on nature, are composed of:
•  ‘Values of nature’. These are the reasons why nature is perceived to be 
important. Values of nature come in two types: instrumental values (or: func-
tions) and the intrinsic value of nature, i.e. the value that nature has irrespective 
of its utility to people. Values of nature acknowledged by the general public 
have been studied by Lockwood (1999) and Buijs & Volker (1997).
•  ‘Images of nature’. This concerns the questions of what nature is and what 
types of nature people distinguish, for example ‘arcadian’ or ‘wild’ nature. 
Images of nature have been investigated by Buijs & Volker (1997), Buijs & Filius 
(1998), Van den Berg (1999) and Van den Born et al. (2001).
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•  ‘Images of relationship’. These are defined as the images that people have of 
the appropriate relation between humans and nature, examples of which 
include ‘dominion over nature’ or ‘stewardship’. Other terms that are used for 
images of relationship are, for instance, world view (Passmore, 1974) or attitudes 
towards nature (Barbour, 1980).
The images of relationship obviously lie close to philosophical concepts, and envi-
ronmental philosophers have indeed extensively theorised on these already, as 
we will see in the next section. Empirical research on images of relationship 
however, is as yet rare. We know of Arcury (1990) as a part of the NEP-scale, and 
De Groot & Van den Born (2003) in relation to landscape preferences.
Against this background, the present chapter focuses on a further empirical 
exploration of images of the human/nature relationship in Western societies. 
I will especially emphasise the connection between lay people’s views (as elicited 
through a quantitative survey) and the more theoretical images of relationship 
as developed by environmental philosophers. Aspects of the survey data that are 
more sociological in nature, such as the correlations between people’s adherence 
to certain visions and background variables such as age or gender will only get 
minor attention here. In the first section of this chapter, the philosophers’ 
classifications of images of the human/nature relationship will be reviewed. The 
second section will summarise some of the earlier findings. The third section 
deals with the methodological aspects of the survey, and the fourth gives the 
results. The main conclusions will be drawn in the final section and a number of 
methodological issues will be discussed.
a n  o v e r v i e w  o f  i m a g e s - o f - r e l a t i o n s h i p 
C l a s s i f i C a t i o n s
The discussion and classification of environmental world views is an Anglo-Saxon 
philosophical tradition (White, 1967; Passmore, 1974; Barbour, 1980; Rodman, 
1983), carried on by Dutch philosophers in later years (Kockelkoren, 1993; 
Zweers, 1995; Achterberg, 1994). An overview of the classifications of images of 
relationship that these authors distinguish is given in Table 1. In this table, all of 
the classifications are brought together using the respective authors’ own terms 
of the images (except in Zweers’ two types of stewardship). My interpretative 
work here has been only to draw the horizontal lines that declare the compara-
bility of the images caught between these lines, thus aiming to lay a theoretically 
sound basis for the empirical study. 
Concerning the human/nature relationship, Passmore (1974) distinguishes 
between the images of ‘despot’, ‘co-operation with nature’ (in an attempt to 
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bring nature to perfection) and ‘stewardship’. In despotism, humans are absolute 
masters. When expounding the difference between this despot and the tradition 
that sees humans as co-operating with nature, Passmore speaks respectively of ‘a 
mastery that destroys or enslaves’ and ‘a mastery that perfects’. In Table 1, the 
co-operation with nature image has therefore been put between the despot and 
the Steward; it denotes a sort of enlightened master. According to Passmore, two 
important traditions co-exist within the stewardship image in Western civilisa-
tion. Both think of humans as having responsibilities towards nature. The first 
focuses on the sustainability of resource use; the second on the integrity of 
ecosystems and the survival of nature1.
Barbour (1980) distinguishes between three different attitudes toward nature: 
(1) the traditional Western attitude of oppression; (2) unity with nature, and (3) 
stewardship.
Barbour emphasises that this classification into three images is an oversimplifica-
tion. There are variations within each type, and there is a continuum of interme-
diate positions.
Zweers (1989), in turn, makes a distinction between six images of relationship.
Image 1, the despot depicts an absolute master who stands above nature and 
may do with it as he pleases, not bothered by moral restraints or knowledge 
about nature’s fragility. Economic growth and technology are expected to 
provide answers to possible problems.
Image 2, the enlightened despot, also represents a position of humans standing 
above nature, but with more understanding of the autonomy of nature, the 
limitations of its resources and the limited carrying capacity of ecosystems. 
Furthermore, the degree of confidence in technology is less strong in this image 
compared to that in the true despot’s view. 
Image 3, concerns the Steward of nature who is somebody who manages 
something under the authority of someone or something else. The Steward is 
not the owner but owes responsibility to his superior. Zweers distinguishes two 
variants of stewardship called the passive and the active Steward, respectively. In 
the passive Steward, the relationship with nature remains largely instrumental 
and protective impulses remain weak. In the active Steward, the perspective 
becomes broadened to the ‘integrity of creation’ and nature becomes a much 
more expressive focus of general human responsibilities; the protection of nature 
becomes part of human responsibilities to God, to future generations or to 
nature itself. With the latter, we have crossed an important boundary, namely, 
the recognition of intrinsic value in nature.
1 Passmore called these conservationist and preservationist, respectively.
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In partnership with nature, image 4, nature has a status of its own: not under 
humans but rather alongside them. Nature has its own independent, intrinsic 
value. In this context, partnership means: being and working together in a 
dynamic process of interaction and mutual development. The partnership model 
has two central elements: equivalence and purposiveness (to realise both 
humans’ as well as nature’s ends as good as possible).
Image 5 represents the Participant in nature. This Participant is a part of nature, 
not just biologically, but with a sense of belonging, that co-constitutes the 
participant’s identity. Obviously, intrinsic value occupies a key role in this model. 
This does not mean that humans are inferior to nature. On the contrary, partici-
pating in nature in this way is one of the capacities that is specific to humans. 
The participation image has a strong spiritual dimension.
Image 6, finally, is called ‘Unio mystica’, in which humans experience a direct 
spiritual unity with nature, whereby the identity of the subject is fused with 
nature and the divine process of being. See also, for example, Duintjer (1984, 
1988) and Fox (1987). ‘Unio mystica’ may be seen as the end point of what is 
often called ‘deep ecology’ (Naess, 1973).
De Groot (1992) distinguishes a broad category of Master and Possessor that is 
divided into three sub-images.
1)Man the Technocrat-Adventurer, who sees technological innovation as the key 
to all solutions, also to ecological problems and for whom, as a consequence, 
economic growth is necessary;
2) Man the Manager-Engineer, who has the same trust in the scientific-technolo-
gical complex, but who also realises that this complex has to be put to work to 
manage the finite earth, in order to avoid planetary system crashes; and,
3) Man the Caretaker, who views the earth as a subtle system that should be 
handled with care. De Groot mentions the ambiguity in this latter world view; 
man is master and possessor, but also invested with care for something which 
somehow has a face and a beauty besides its usefulness. Besides these three 
masters, De Groot distinguishes three images that largely coincide with the latter 
three images of Zweers (1989):
4) Man the Guardian, who views nature as an integrity or wholeness of its own, 
to be protected and sustained. This Guardian view has a religious and a secular 
version. In the religious version, the value of nature is received from God; in the 
secular version, the value of nature is truly ‘intrinsic’, not derived from an outer 
entity. Although there is intrinsic value in nature, a sense of hierarchy regarding 
the people-nature relationship is present at the same time. As De Groot 
explained: “If you are somebody’s guardian, that somebody has his own value, 
his own autonomy and the right to be protected and sustained, and yet, you are 
his guardian precisely because you are somehow ‘better’, e.g. wiser, more adult.”
5) Partnership with Nature is characterised by De Groot in terms of working 
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together, and love, in closeness and non-dominance. Contrary to the largely 
vertical relationships in the other images, true partnership relations are primarily 
horizontal, “side by side, also at the level of our spirituality.”
6) Participation in Nature, finally, is like being part of nature, not only biologi-
cally but up to the spiritual level, according to De Groot. Nature is an unfolding 
‘universe of meaning’, in which humans participate and with which humans 
communicate.
Kockelkoren (1993) distinguishes between four broad images of relationship, 
each with a subdivision of an ‘open’ and a ‘closed’ variant. The closed variant of 
each image is less nature-friendly than the open variant. One of these is the 
distinction between the ‘conservative’ and the ‘progressive’ Partner. This 
depends, according to Kockelkoren, on the greater or lesser degree of the 
investment of the human Partner in the sustainable yield of nature. Still, it is not 
fully clear what this difference may be. Apparently, Kockelkoren has an intuitive 
idea that there are always two variants of each image (probably to see it more as 
a continuum). Kockelkoren does not add much with respect to the content of the 
foregoing images. The systematic character of the ‘4 times 2’ scheme, however, is 
interesting, as I will show later on.
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t a b l e  1
Different classifications of the images of relationship between humans 
and nature in chronological order. 
Broad categories are put in capitals. The four broad categories of Kockelkoren 
coincide with the short list in Chapter 1 in this volume. 
It is tempting to interpret the sequence of images as presented in Table 1 as an 
ordinal scale (a continuum) of degree of anthropocentricity / eco-centricity, with 
‘fully anthropocentric’ at the top and ‘fully eco-centric’ at the bottom, as done, 
for instance, by Barbour (1980) and Kockelkoren (1993). This may indeed be 
justified in a very broad sense. It also holds, however, the risk of misinterpreta-
tions or the denial of other interpretations. One example of this is that master-
ship and partnership resemble each other in the sense that they are both 
voluntary (in other words: active, an orientation on action), while guardianship 
and participation both are more ‘distanced’, more contemplative (in other 
words; passive, more distanced, more observing2). This may explain that volunta-
rily inclined people or professions (De Groot, 1987) may ‘jump’ from mastership 
passmore
1974
Despot
Co-operation 
with nature
Stewardship
Nature 
mysticism
barbour
1980
DESPOT
STEWARD
Unity with 
nature  
Zweers
1989
Despot
Enlightened 
master
Passive 
Steward
Active 
Steward
PARTNER
Participant
Unio mystica
de groot
1992
Technocrat- 
adventurer
Manager-engineer
Caretaker
GUARDIAN
PARTNER
Participant
kockelkoren 
1993 (into four)
MASTER
STEWARD
PARTNER
PARTICIPANT
kockelkoren 
1993 (into eight)
Despot
Enlightened master
Conservative 
Steward
Progressive 
Steward
Conservative 
Partner
Progressive Partner
Participant
Nature mysticism
2 Examples of this observing behavior are to protect nature; to let nature be; to 
admire nature et cetera.
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to partnership, without going to a guardianship ‘stage’. Another argument not 
to see the four images as a single gliding scale concerns their connections to 
gender. In the analysis of Cheney (1987), men are not able to have a ‘normal’ 
relationship with nature. Because they were once ‘brutally’ removed from the 
mother’s breast, a sudden split is forced, and men have to make a big change in 
their personality. The consequence, according to Cheney, is that the characteristi-
cally male attitude towards nature is a mixture of two extremes; they are driven 
to conquer nature and to fuse with nature at the same time. In this analysis, 
mastership and participation (especially oneness-with-nature) are seen as two 
prongs of a single masculine fork. De Groot (1992) adds to this that partnership, 
connected as it is to the ‘ethics of care’, could be seen as the feminine way of 
rising above the destruction of mastership and the passiveness of guardianship. 
In such a gendered ordering of the four images, partnership and participation 
would stand side by side, on an equal level, both ‘endpoints’ of female and 
masculine types of moral development. In partnership spirituality, for instance, 
nature becomes the Other, one may meet, not the deep ecologists’ Whole with 
which one may fuse. Such non-ordinal ordering of the images prevents that 
feminine thought (partnership) becomes structured as ‘less ecological’ than its 
masculine counterpart.
The classifications in Table 1 are non-empirical, but ‘author-based’. Thus, the 
question arises of how these images relate to the images in the minds of non-
philosophical (or rather, non-professionally philosophical) people. In other words, 
do the philosophical images have empirical counterparts? One thing to say here 
before jumping into the methodological waters of the next sections is that 
people will probably not have a single image of their relationship with nature 
irrespectively of any situation one is in. To some degree, images will be contex-
tual, varying with situations, such as, for instance, mowing the lawn or trekking 
through the mountains (see also Davies this volume; chapter 5). Yet, I will seek to 
uncover here people’s “implicit philosophies”, i.e. those ideas that are hardly 
even expressed in daily life but that are present nevertheless3.
p r e v i o u s  f i n d i n g s  a n d  m e t h o d o l o g i C a l 
p r o g r e s s
The research presented here represents a new step in a sequel of studies that 
have been carried out to approach the ‘relationship with nature’ issue empiri-
cally.
3 Other terms that express the same concept could be ‘folk’ or ‘emic’ philosophy.
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A well-known instrument in environmental sociology is the NEP-scale (New 
Environmental Paradigm; Dunlap & Van Liere, 1978) that has been designed to 
measure the degree of environmentally friendliness of respondents. In 2000, 
Dunlap et al. launched a revised NEP scale that is designed to improve upon the 
original one in several respects4. The new scale consists of 15 items, more than 
half of which are new5. This new NEP scale doesn’t solve the problem mentioned 
in Van den Born et al. (2001) about intrinsic value (also explained in the next 
paragraph), but it is a clear step forward. Because the original scale is still most 
used all over the world, this chapter will mostly refer to the original NEP scale.
The NEP scale has been used in many surveys, e.g. Arcury (1990), Stern et al. 
(1995) and recently by Kaiser et al. (1999), Schultz and Zelezny (1999) and Van 
den Berg (1999). In chapter 3 of the present volume, Van den Berg notes that the 
NEP represents a scale of degree of anthropocentricity (just like the master- 
steward- partner- participant sequence in Table 1) and in fact, upon considering 
Table 2, this appears to be valid. The first subscale, called ‘Balance of Nature’, 
represents a ‘caretaker’ in De Groot’s terminology. The second subscale, ‘Limits to 
Growth’, would be a ‘manager-engineer’ and the third, ‘Humans over Nature’, 
has a strong resemblance to the ‘technocrat- adventurer’. At the same time, this 
makes it clear that the scale is quite truncated compared to Table 1; it represents 
only those images in which nature has no intrinsic value. Given the fact that in 
the present-day Netherlands, around 92 percent of the respondents state that 
nature does have such value (Buijs & Volker, 1997), it is no surprise that Van den 
Berg concludes that the new environmental paradigm is, in fact, not new 
enough any more: the images that people adhere appear to have shifted 
significantly ‘beyond NEP’.
 
4 The new scale, termed the New Ecological Paradigm, is improved in that (1) 
it taps a wider range of facets of an ecological world view, (2) it offers a 
balanced set of pro- and con- NEP items, and (3) it avoids outmoded 
terminology (Dunlap et al., 2000)
5 For instance : ‘If things continue on their present course, we will soon 
experience a major ecological catastrophe’ and ‘The earth has plenty of natural 
resources, if we just learn how to develop them’.
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t a b l e  2 
Items included in the New Environmental Paradigm (NEP) scale.
Source: Dunlap & Van Liere (1978). 
Unaware of this character of the NEP scale, we started to construct our own 
questionnaire items in 1999 to represent the four major images of Table 1. A first 
attempt is reported in Van den Born et al. (2001). The questionnaire items formu-
lated the images in quite direct terms (e.g. “humans stand above nature and are 
free to do with it whatever they want”). The result was that none of the 200 
respondents preferred the ‘despot’ and only 5 percent preferred the ‘Steward’; 
95 per cent opted for more radically eco-centric positions. The researchers were 
amazed by this result and some doubts arose concerning the reliability of the 
result, inter alia because of the high risk of socially desirable answers to the 
items. Thus, it was decided to try and construct a scale through the factor 
analysis method. In this approach, a theoretically assumed category (such as 
‘stewardship’) is expressed in a number of items. All of the items of the different 
categories are mixed in the questionnaire. The factor analysis then selects the 
items to which the responses (‘strongly agree’, ‘agree’, et cetera) tend to be the 
Subscale 1: Balance of Nature
The balance of nature is very delicate and easily upset.
When humans interfere with nature, it often produces disastrous conse-
quences.
Humans must live in harmony with nature in order to survive.
Mankind is severely abusing the environment.
Subscale 2: Limits to Growth
We are approaching the limit of the number of people the earth can 
support.
The earth is like a spaceship with only limited room and resources.
There are limits to growth beyond which our industrialised society cannot 
expand.
To maintain a healthy economy we will have to develop a “steady state” 
economy where industrial growth is controlled.
Subscale 3: Humans over Nature 
Mankind was created to rule over the rest of nature.
Humans have the right to modify the natural environment to suit their 
needs.
Plants and animals exist primarily to be used by humans.
Humans need not adapt to the natural environment because they can 
remake it to suit their needs.
1 
2 
3
4 
5 
6 
7 
 
8  
9  
10 
 
11
12
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same. The ‘factors’ so defined may appear to be the same or, on the contrary, 
different from the theoretical ‘mother categories’. The first item list that was 
tried out is reported in De Groot & Van den Born (2003). As it turned out, the 
factor analysis reproduced the first and last image of Table 1 (mastership over 
nature and participation in nature). The middle two, however, did not really 
differentiate. As stated by De Groot & Van den Born, “it cannot be known yet if 
this muddledness is present in reality, implying that common people do not 
agree with the environmental philosophers that the three images denote 
relevant different ethical stances, or that the questionnaire items through which 
we have tried to elicit the images are as yet not fully adequate”.
The present chapter reports on the third attempt to test whether the images of 
the human/nature relationship do exist in reality in the minds of Dutch citizens. 
In the new item list, given in Table 3, the items for the stewardship and partner-
ship in particular were redesigned. They were included in a large-scale survey 
called SOCON in 2000 (Eisinga et al., 2002).
t h e  s o C o n  s u r v e y :  d e s i g n  a n d  m e t h o d s
SOCON (Social and Cultural Developments in the Netherlands) is a nation-wide 
cross-sectional survey (N=1008). SOCON 2000 is a replication and extension of 
four previous surveys. Besides the new theme ‘humans and nature’, the themes 
in SOCON 2000 were, among others, value systems, religion, ethnocentrism, 
conservatism and politics.
The number of items to be concluded in the survey was too large for a single 
questionnaire. In order to limit the average length of the interview to 75-90 
minutes, a core questionnaire was prepared, together with an additional self-
administered mail-questionnaire that had to be filled out in the week following 
the interview and returned by mail. The questions on the theme ‘humans and 
nature’ were included in the mail questionnaire. The mail questionnaire was 
given to all of the respondents in the sample who affirmatively answered the 
question whether they were willing to fill it out.
A two-stage stratified random sampling method was followed in selecting 
municipalities. The Netherlands was first divided into four regional zones6. 
Within these zones, 81 municipalities were randomly selected , until the average 
6 North (Groningen, Friesland and Drenthe), East (Overijssel, Gelderland and 
Flevoland), West (Utrecht, Zuid-Holland and Noord-Holland) and South ( 
Zeeland, Noord-Brabant and Limburg).
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degree of urbanisation matched that of the region as a whole (quota-sampling). 
Next, these municipalities were requested to select a random sample of their 
residents aged 18 to 70 from their municipal registers7. Within each household, 
the survey was administered to the person who at that moment was next to 
celebrate his or her birthday.
A total of 70 trained interviewers were involved in the survey. All of the intervie-
wers had broad experience with interviewing. Because the section reported here 
is part of the self-administered questionnaire, information concerning the 
interviews is only given when relevant. After an interview was completed, the 
respondent was asked to fill out the mail questionnaire, which could be returned 
in a postage-paid envelope. The respondents were promised remuneration in the 
amount of 11 Euro.  
The interviewers tried to contact the respondents at 2896 randomly selected 
addresses. Before that, all of the selected addresses were sent a letter in which 
the survey was announced and further explained. Personal contacts with this 
adjusted sample of potential respondents finally resulted in 1008 completed 
interviews, thereby providing a net response rate of 45%. This proportion is not 
much smaller than is customary in face-to-face interviews that are conducted in 
the Netherlands. Concerning the self-administered part of the survey, 91.4 % of 
the respondents returned the mail questionnaire, resulting in a total of 913.
More important than the response rate is the issue whether or not respondents 
differ from the general Dutch population in ways that cause this survey to yield 
biased estimates of the beliefs, attitudes, and other characteristics of the general 
Dutch population. To provide a sense of the potential for such bias, the distribu-
tion of three social-demographic variables from SOCON 2000 -that is age, sex and 
marital state- were compared with census data for the Netherlands (CBS, 2000). 
The age distribution of the sample deviated from the population’s age distribu-
tion. Respondents younger than 29 were underrepresented relative to their 
proportions in the population. The other age groups, except for the respondents 
aged 35-39, were somewhat over-represented. These deviations were statistically 
significant. Although men were slightly underrepresented relative to the 
proportion of the population that they comprised, the sex distribution in the 
sample did not deviate statistically significant from the sex distribution in the 
7 The municipality of Rotterdam refused to cooperate for reasons of protection 
of its inhabitants’ privacy. This municipality was not replaced by another due 
to lack of a comparable alternative. Instead, a sample of its inhabitants was 
taken from the database of the Dutch telephone company PTT Telecom 
selecting households.
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population. The deviations from the census figures for marital state were not 
significant either. Another topic concerns the degree to which the group of 
respondents that returned the mail questionnaire can be considered representa-
tive. The tests8 showed no significant deviations between the research group and 
the group of respondents that returned the mail questionnaire with respect to 
sex, age and marital state. This means that there are no indications of selection-
processes taking place with respect to the relevant variables in this research.
r e s u l t s  o f  t h e  s o C o n  s u r v e y
In this section we will see whether the factor analysis of the SOCON data may 
give us more clarity about the images people have of the appropriate relation-
ship with nature. After formulating the images, we will look at the level of 
adherence that people ascribe to these images and whether there is a relation-
ship between this adherence and some background variables of the respondents.
The factor analysis: people’s images of relationship.
Factor analysis (Varimax with Kaiser Normalisation) was applied for the elicita-
tion of images of the appropriate relationship between people and nature. As a 
starting point, the four basic images, Master, Steward, Partner and Participant 
(see Table 1) were used to formulate the items. The full list, in the Dutch original 
and in English, is in Table 3. It has been indicated for each item which image of 
relationship it was designed to express. Concerning all 14 items, the respondents 
could indicate on a five-point scale whether they “strongly agree”, “agree”, “are 
neutral”, “disagree” or “strongly disagree” with the item. In all cases, there was 
also a “never thought about” option. These scores are treated as ‘missing values’ 
in the analysis.
8 
X
2 goodness-of-fit tests.
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t a b l e  3 
list of items in the questionnaire in an English and Dutch version.
The scree-plot of the factor analysis indicated that a distinction between four or 
five factors (images of relationship) yields the most significant classification. 
Since we had generated our questionnaire items from four basic images, we 
looked at the four-factor analysis first. The result is given in Table 4. 
dutch original of the items in the questionnaire: 
(H = Heerser; R= Rentmeester; 
Pr = Partner; Pt = Participant)
Door technologische ontwikkelingen kunnen 
de milieuproblemen in de toekomst worden 
opgelost. (H)
De natuur mag geen belemmering zijn voor 
economische vooruitgang. (H)
De mens heeft het recht om de natuur 
ingrijpend te veranderen. (H)
Bescherming van zeldzame planten en dieren 
is een overbodige luxe. (H). S95
Met de natuur moeten we heel voorzichtig 
omgaan. (R)
De mens moet zorgen voor het behoud van de 
natuur (R)
De mens is verantwoordelijk voor het behoud 
van de natuur (R)
 Als de mens actief met de natuur omgaat, kan 
de natuur daar beter van worden. (Pr)
We moeten niet boven de natuur staan, maar 
met de natuur samenwerken. (Pr)
Mens en natuur zijn gelijkwaardig. (Pr)
Ik zou graag een maand helemaal alleen in het 
bos zijn om me één te voelen met de natuur. 
(Pt)
Het zou heerlijk zijn om eens met de wilde 
ganzen mee te kunnen gaan op hun trektocht. 
(Pt)
In de natuur ervaar ik iets dat de mens 
overstijgt. (Pt)
Door de natuur kan ik de nietigheid van de 
mens ervaren. (Pt)
english version of items in the questionnaire:
(M = Master; S = Steward;
Pr = Partner; Pt = Participant)
Technological development will enable 
environmental problems to be resolved in the 
future. (M)
 Nature should not be allowed to stand in the 
way of economic progress. (M)  
Human beings have the right to alter nature
radically. (M)
Protection of rare plants and animals is an 
unnecessary luxury. (M) S959
 We must treat the natural environment with 
great care. (S) 
Human beings must ensure that the natural
environment is preserved. (S)
Human beings have a responsibility to conserve 
the natural environment. (S)   
The natural environment can benefit from the
active involvement of human beings. (Pr)  
We must not set ourselves above nature, but 
must work with it. (Pr)    
People and nature are of equal value. (Pr) 
I would like to spend a month entirely alone
in the forest, in order to feel at one with 
nature (Pt)
It would be wonderful to one day join the 
flocks of wild geese on their journey north. (Pt)
When I’m surrounded by nature I experience 
something greater than mankind. (Pt)
The grandeur of the natural environment 
enables me to experience the insignificance of 
humans beings. (Pt)
1 
2 
3
4 
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10  
11
12
13
14
9 S95 is an item taken over from the SOCON questionnaire of 1995, obviously 
representing a master.
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t a b l e  4 
Rotated Factor Matrix on the SOCON 2000 data; 4 factors
Extraction Method: Varimax with Kaiser Normalisation.
The items are shown in the left column in the same order as in the questionnaire. 
The factor loadings in the four columns on the right indicate the degree to 
which the item fits into the factor; a minimum of .350 is required to count in that 
specific factor; these factor loadings are printed in bold.
As shown in Table 4, the four-factor analysis (of which the factors explain almost 
37 percent of the variance) produces two factors, factor 1 and 2, which both 
contain all steward items. Furthermore, factor 1 shows a remarkable number of 
negative master scores, and factor 2 contains one partner item. Factors 3 and 4 
item
- Technological development will enable environmental 
 problems to be resolved in the future.(M)
- We must treat the natural environment with great 
 care.(S)
- The natural environment can benefit from the active 
 involvement of human beings.(Pr)
- I would like to spend a month entirely alone in the 
 forest in order to feel at one with nature.(Pt)
- Nature cannot be allowed to stand in the way of 
 economic progress.(M)
- Human beings must ensure that the natural 
 environment is preserved.(S)
- It would be wonderful to one day join the flocks of 
 wild geese on their journey north.(Pt)
- Human beings have the right to alter nature 
 radically.(M)
- When I’m surrounded by nature I experience 
 something  greater than mankind.(Pt)
- We must not set ourselves above nature, but must 
 work with it.(Pr)
- Human beings have a responsibility to conserve the 
 natural environment.(S)
- People and nature are of equal value.(Pr)
- The grandeur of the natural environment enables me 
 to experience the insignificance of human beings.(Pt)
- Protection of rare plants and animals is an unnecessary 
 luxury.(M).
factor 4
 .607
 .676
-.101
 .241
 
 .156
 .147
 .124
factor 1
-.147
 .462
-.590
 .457
 .149
-.523
 .100
 .258
 .401
 .123
-.484
factor 2
 .314
 
.442
 .517
 .157
 .521
 .174
 .280
 .488
 .283
 .117
-.129
factor 3
 .176
 .159
 .221
 .177
 .581
 .313
 .316
 .157
 .748
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both contain two participant items. Upon a closer look, one can see a possible 
difference between these two factors. Factor 3 contains the two more spiritually 
formulated participant items; ‘When I’m surrounded by nature I experience 
something greater than mankind’ and ‘The grandeur of the natural environment 
enables me to experience the insignificance of human beings’. Both items are 
about a certain experience, a feeling. Factor 4 contains the two ‘romantic’ 
participant items ‘I would like to spend a month entirely alone in the forest in 
order to feel at one with nature’ and ‘It would be wonderful to one day join the 
flocks of wild geese on their journey north’. These items are more ‘active’ in the 
sense that they both are about doing something with nature.
Factor 3 as well as factor 4 can be explained in theoretical terms. However, the 
first two factors are, as previously pointed out, a mixture of scores on Master and 
Steward that is hard to explain theoretically10. Because this is not quite satisfac-
tory, the solution with five instead of four factors was looked into. The result of 
this factor analysis is shown in Table 5.
10 This is a matter of strong dissociation: a positive score on a steward-item 
often leads to a negative score on master (and the other way round).
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t a b l e  5
Rotated Factor Matrix on the SOCON 2000 data; 5 factors
Extraction Method: Varimax with Kaiser Normalisation.
The items are shown in the left column in the same order as in the questionnaire. 
The factor loadings in the five columns on the right indicate the degree to which 
the item fits into the factor; a minimum of .350 is required to count in that 
specific factor; these factor loadings are printed in bold.
The last row gives the names given to the factors.
item
- Technological development will enable 
 environmental problems to be resolved in the 
 future.(M)
- We must treat the natural environment with 
 great care.(S)
- The natural environment can benefit from the 
 active involvement of human beings.(Pr)
- I would like to spend a month entirely alone in 
 the forest in order to feel at one with nature.(Pt)
- Nature cannot be allowed to stand in the way 
 of economic progress.(M)
- Human beings must ensure that the natural 
 environment is preserved.(S)
- It would be wonderful to one day join the 
 flocks of wild geese on their journey north.(Pt)
- Human beings have the right to alter nature 
 radically.(M)
- When I’m surrounded by nature I experience 
 something greater than mankind.(Pt)
- We must not set ourselves above nature, but 
 must work with it.(Pr)
- Human beings have a responsibility to conserve 
 the natural environment.(S)
- People and nature are of equal value.(Pr)
- The grandeur of the natural environment 
 enables me to experience the insignificance of 
 human beings.(Pt)
- Protection of rare plants and animals is an 
 unnecessary luxury.(M)
Name given:
factor 1
 .184
 .583
 .417
 .734
 .168
-.128
 .113
 .281
 .560
 .121
 .154
-.264
Steward
factor 2
 .142
 .153
 .187
 .164
 .645
 .278
 .262
 .679
Partici-
pant
factor 3
 .214
-.271
 .136
 .641
-.217
-.101
 .506
-.198
-.235
-.112
 .425
Master
factor 4
 .128
 .604
 .127
 .678
 -.100
 .246
 .142
 .120
 .119
Romantic 
Partner
factor 5
 .180
 .251
 .121
 .279
 .231
 .507
 .187
Active 
Partner
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When interpreting the five factors, all four images turn out to be reproduced 
quite satisfactory.  Jointly, the five factors explain 39 percent of the variance.
In factor 3, we find a very clear Master. This image holds three of the four of our 
master-items. Only the item “Technological development can solve the environ-
mental problems in the future” is left out. This item does not have a high factor 
score on any of the images, but the highest is in factor 3. Also remarkable is the 
amount of negative factor scores in this group. Obviously, it dissociates strongly 
from the partner, participant and steward images.
The steward image (factor 1) is also a very clear one. It is made up of all the 
steward items, and one partner item, namely “The natural environment can 
benefit from the active involvement of human beings”. Probably, this is not a very 
good item to characterise the ‘Partner of nature’ image; at least, the item does 
not clearly express a partnership idea. There are four possible explanations or 
indications to suppose this. First of all, the word ‘benefit’ could also be associated 
with stewardship. Another matter of formulation relates to ‘active involvement’, 
this was meant as a partner idea of a two-way action, an idea of exchange, but 
may also be interpreted as an appeal to the human responsibility, which is an 
aspect of stewardship. A third clue, that came after this research was done, was in 
a student-group. When working with the item-list in a student-group, it appeared 
that students found it difficult to place this item, and in the end almost all of the 
students interpreted this item as a steward item. The five-factor analysis provided 
our last indication(Table 5), in which we observed the same pattern as in the four-
factor analysis (Table 4). The item “The natural environment can benefit from the 
active involvement of human beings” is in the same cluster in both the four- and 
the five-factor analysis; the cluster is not a weak one that splits up in the step to 
five factors. So, we may conclude that this item is evidently not an expression of 
the partnership image, and that it most likely expresses an image more along the 
lines of a Steward. One last thing to say about factor 1 is that there are two 
negative scores within this factor, both on master- items.
 The third clear image is the (spiritual) Participant (factor 2). With two high 
factor scores, .645 and .679 respectively, on the items “When I’m surrounded by 
nature I experience something greater than mankind” and “The grandeur of the 
natural environment enables me to experience the insignificance of human 
beings”, this is an outspoken spiritual ‘Zweers-participant’ (the ‘Participant’ as in 
Table 1, not the ‘unio mystica’). These two spiritual items are rather static, and 
constitute an image of nature as a large, overarching system. Hence, it is nature 
one can be in, participation nature.
Now, two factors are left. One factor (factor 4) consists of the items “I would like 
to spend a month entirely alone in the forest, in order to feel at one with nature” 
and “It would be wonderful to one day join the flocks of wild geese on their 
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journey north”. In previous research and also when some items were designed for 
this research, we thought of them as participant items (see Table 3). When 
interpreting Table 4, we already saw a difference between the ‘spiritual’ items and 
the ‘romantic’ items. But considering the ‘togetherness’ in these items, and the 
clear separation from the two ‘spiritual’ participant items, we came to the conclu-
sion that this is more like a Partner, involved in a type of partnership that might 
most aptly be called ‘romantic’ (seeking togetherness, poetic, ‘in love’, biophilia in 
its most literal sense). Therefore, factor four is called the Romantic Partner.
The last factor (factor 5), unfortunately, consists of only one item, that is ‘Humans 
and nature have equal value’, which also express a partnership- idea. The item 
with the second highest score is the item “We must not set ourselves above 
nature, but must work with it”. Note that this item has about the same (relatively 
low) factor scores in the steward and the participant- image. Because of its 
theoretical fit, we decided to place this item in this factor, which now consists of 
two original partner- items. So, both factor four and five can be interpreted as 
variants of the partner - image; both are speaking about nature you are with. To 
make a clear difference between this Partner and the Romantic Partner, we call 
this one the Active Partner.
Hence, in terms of Table 1, we now have two types of partnership, inspired by 
(and improving on) Kockelkorens’ (1993) 4x2 schedule, we now find the structure 
visible in Table 6.
Levels of adherence to the images of relationship.
It is one thing to know what images of relationship people distinguish, it is 
another to know to which degree people adhere to these images. Based on the 
indications of respondents to which degree they agree with the items; “strongly 
agree”, “agree”, “are neutral”, “disagree” or “strongly disagree”, levels that have 
been quantified as +2, +1, 0, -1, and -2, respectively. An important background of 
this analysis is that in most philosophical discourses, Western culture is still 
assumed to be dominated by the Cartesian image of man as the Master and 
possessor of nature, and that Christian churches, by and large, preach stewardship 
as an important step forward beyond this mastery over nature. 
The result of the analysis is shown in Table 6. With a mean level of adherence of -
0.94 on the mastership image, we may conclude that the Dutch population has 
virtually abandoned this image. Stewardship, with a level of adherence of 1.28, is 
obviously the Dutch mainstream at present. But, contrary to what philosophy (and 
policy) discourses suggest, the Dutch population is also ‘beyond stewardship’ to a 
significant degree, with lower but still positive attitudes towards the active partner 
and participant images. With a score of -0.13 on a scale between +2 and -2, even 
the highly romanticising items of the romantic partner image still draws many 
adherents (Table 6).
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Factor scores and levels of adherence of images of relationship between 
humans and nature. 
The items are literally those of the questionnaire. Which theoretical image of 
relationship (Table 1) is used to generate the item (M=Master; S=Steward; 
Pr=Partner; Pt=Participant) is indicated after each item. The images are the 
factors identified by the statistical procedure (Table 5) and labelled by the 
author. Factor loadings are the degrees to which the items fit into the factor 
(image of relationship) as a whole. The levels of adherence were calculated by 
assigning 2 to “strongly agree”, 1 to “agree”, 0 to “neutral”, -1 to “disagree” 
and -2 to “strongly disagree”, and taking the mean over the respondents. SD is 
the standard deviation of the mean.
factors and items 
Master over nature
• Nature cannot be allowed to stand in the way of economic progress. (M) 
• Human beings have the right to alter nature radically. (M)   
• Protection of rare plants and animals is An unnecessary luxury. (M) 
 
Mean level of adherence 
Steward of nature
• We must treat the natural environment with great care. (S)  
• The natural environment can benefit from the active involvement of   
 human beings. (Pr) 
• Human beings must ensure that the natural environment is preserved. (S) 
• Human beings have a responsibility to conserve the natural environment. (S) 
 
Mean level of adherence    
Active Partner with nature     
• People and nature are of equal value. (Pr) 
• We must not set ourselves above nature, but must work with it. (Pr)  
Mean level of adherence  
Romantic Partner with nature     
• I would like to spend a month entirely alone in the forest, in order to feel 
 at one with nature. (Pt) 
• It would be wonderful to join the flocks of wild geese during their 
 journey north. (Pt)
Mean level of adherence 
Participant in nature      
• When I’m surrounded by nature I experience something greater 
 than mankind. (Pt)
• The grandeur of the natural environment enables me to experience 
 the insignificance of humans beings. (Pt)  
Mean level of adherence
sd
1.00 
0.84
0.88
0.57
0.82
0.57
0.59
1.03
0.66 
1.09
1.20
0.95
0.88
factor
loading 
.641 
.506
.425 
.583 
.417 
.734 
.560 
.507 
.279  
.604 
.678 
.645   
 
.679
level of
adherence
-0.64 
-0.99
-1.20
-0.94
1.44
0.86
1.44
1.36
1.28
0.51
1.15 
0.83
-0.54
0.28
-0.13
0.66
0.85
0.76
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t a b l e  7
Relationships between human/nature images and some background 
variables.
This Table presents the distribution (in percentages) of gender, age and educa-
tion level groups within the various images of relationship. The absolute 
numbers of the respondents adhering to these images are indicated in the first 
row. For the educational level, lowest level = no education after primary school, 
lower vocational training; middle level = high-school, middle level vocational 
training; highest level= university, higher level vocational training.
      
Relationships between human/nature images and background variables
Relationships between human/nature images and background variables are 
shown in Table 7. This Table does not as yet explore the full richness of SOCON 
data; only some simple relations with age, gender and level of education are 
mentioned. The first row shows the number of respondents classified as Master, 
Steward etc. This classification was done by regarding as ‘Master’ all respondents 
that ‘strongly agree’ or ‘agree’ with all items in the ‘Master’ factor. The same 
procedure was carried out for the other four images. Note that in this way, the 
categories are non-exclusive; respondents may be assigned to two or more 
images. This categorisation is an alternative way to express levels of adherence. 
number of respondents
  
Gender 
Men   
Women 
  
Age
Under 30   
30-50   
over 50 
  
Education
lowest level 
middle level 
highest level 
participant  
 
465
48,5
51,5
12,4
49,8
37,7
20,2
47,7
32,2
n
913
master 
3  
33,3 
66,7 
0 
33,3 
66,6 
66,7 
33,3 
0 
steward 
623
48,2 
51,8 
17,4  
49,3 
33,4  
22  
48,9  
29,1
active 
partner 
461 
48,5 
51,5 
14,9 
49,3  
35,8 
23,7 
47,2 
29,1  
romantic 
partner 
 
127  
51,2 
48,8
  
17,1  
47,3  
35,7  
29,4 
43,5  
27,2 
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As shown in Table 7, only 3 out of 913 respondents fall in the ‘Master’ category. 
Most of the respondents fall in the ‘Steward’ category (623), the ‘Participant’ 
category (465) and the ‘Active Partner’ category (461). Here we re-encounter 
stewardship as the overall mainstream attitude, the high agreement with the 
active partner and participant images, and the intense rejection of the master-
ship image. 
Gender and level of education turned out to be not significantly different 
between the images. Especially concerning gender, the images are remarkably 
equally distributed over the sexes. Concerning education, there are slightly more 
respondents of the lowest level of education in the romantic partner category. 
Other minor differences occur at the Participant: slightly less respondents of the 
lowest educational level and slightly more of the highest educational level 
adhere to this image. The relationship between the images and the age of the 
respondents only shows a significant difference (p< 0.00) for the Participant. 
These differences, however, are also very small; there are slightly less young 
people, slightly more middle-aged people, and slightly more elder people who 
adhere to this image.
In this perspective, it is interesting to mention that in a comparable survey that 
was carried out among employees of the University of Nijmegen in 2000 (N=322), 
the level of adherence to the romantic partner image was less (Span, 2001) 
compared to this study, while the level of education in the University population 
is higher than in our SOCON-population. This is in concordance with the results 
within our present survey, where there also appears to be a correlation between 
a low adherence to the Romantic Partner and a high level of education. Intellec-
tuals seem to have a problem with ‘joining the wild geese’. They wrote protests 
in the margin such as: “I’m not Nils Holgersson!” and “Its impossible, I weigh 70 
kilos!” Somehow, scientific rationality seems to stand in the way of people’s 
capacity to fantasise about flying with geese, or more generally, in feeling one 
with nature.
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t a b l e  8
Comparison of SOCON 2000 with a university population survey (Span, 
2001) regarding the level of adherence to the two romantic partner items.
S.D.
1.21
1.35
Item
I would like to spend a month entirely 
alone in the forest, in order to feel at 
one with nature.
It would be wonderful to join the flocks 
of wild geese during their journey north.
Mean level of adherence:
 
 
Factor
loading
.604
.678
 
Factor
loading
.560
.680
Level of 
adherence
-0.54
 0.28
 -0.13
S.D.
1.09
1.20
Level of 
adherence
-0.65
-0.07
-0.36
soCon 2000 span, 2001
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C o n C l u s i o n s
In this section, I will first pay attention to methodology development and 
secondly to substantive issues.
Towards a universal scale?
The New Environmental Paradigm (NEP) scale that was developed by Dunlap & 
Van Liere (1978) is without doubt the most prominent measure of environmental 
attitudes (Schultz & Zelezny (1999). Dunlap & Van Liere (1978) and Dunlap et al. 
(1992) argued on the basis of results of applying the NEP-scale that a new view 
of the relationship between humans and the natural environment was emerging 
in Western nations. Within the existing dominant social paradigm, humans were 
viewed as separate from nature, while the NEP viewed humans as an integral 
part of nature (Schultz & Zelezny, 1999).
However, given the strong shift from anthropocentric images to the more eco-
centric images as demonstrated in the present chapter, the NEP scale appears to 
be too strongly oriented towards the master and steward-like images and seems 
to pay not enough or no attention to more eco-centric images. At least, the scale 
contains no partner and participant items. One could argue that a negative score 
on the master items somehow implies a positive attitude towards the more eco-
centric images. This, however, does not bring to light the essential character of 
these images: the togetherness in the Partner, the spirituality of the Participant 
and the intrinsic value of nature represented in both. Lockwood (1999) observes 
that “the NEP scale only includes two items relevant for consideration of an 
intrinsic value in nature, both of which have the potential to identify participants 
who do not believe in the concepts ‘Humans have the right to modify the natural 
environment to suit their needs’ and ‘Plants and animals exist primarily to be 
used by humans’.” 
We may see this struggle not only in the NEP scale, but also, for instance, in 
Thompson & Barton (1994). Lockwood (1999) lists all of the eco-centric items11 of 
Thompson and Barton and draws the conclusion that only one of these actually 
expresses a notion of intrinsic value in nature. “All of the other items are also 
consistent with an anthropocentric value orientation”.  
It seems clear that we need a new scale ‘beyond NEP’ to measure attitudes of the 
appropriate relationship between humans and nature. The 14 items of the 
SOCON survey as presented in this paper may in fact be considered as such scale-
11 For instance: “Nature is valuable for its own sake”; “One of the most 
important reasons to conserve is to preserve wild areas” and “Human are as 
much a part of the ecosystem as other animals”.
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in-the-making, an updated instrument to measure visions along a largely 
expanded dimension. As it stands at present, the SOCON survey items, however 
explorative their status, appear to be a step forward.
Many methodological questions still surround the SOCON survey items. One 
important issue certainly is that the items need more validation by way of 
qualitative interviews. And then there are many questions concerning interpreta-
tion. The items of “I would like to spend a month entirely alone in the forest in 
order to feel at one with nature” and “It would be wonderful to one day join 
the flocks of wild geese on their journey north”, for instance, were designed as 
participant-items, whereas they were re-interpreted as (romantic) partner-items 
after the factor analysis. Because of the totally different character of these items 
in comparison to the other twelve SOCON items, it seems more difficult to make 
the right interpretation. However, it is inevitable, to emphasise the different 
characters of the different images: any partner-item just needs to express a 
‘doing something together attitude’ which requires an essentially different 
approach in postulating statements than regarding the more passive, receptive 
attitude of the Participant. Another special point of interest should be the 
internationalisation of this scale. Up till now, it has only been tested in the 
Netherlands and in Canada (de Groot & Van den Born, in prep.). The latter study 
should yield an initial indication of whether the questionnaire may also be used 
in other (Western) cultures.
We can conclude that much work still needs to be done before a really robust 
Humans and Nature scale (HaN scale) will be established. This study may be seen 
as another step on this path.
Substantive issues
Besides these methodological conclusions, some preliminary conclusions regar-
ding the content of images of relationship can be drawn. The factor analysis, for 
instance, shows that there appears to be congruency between philosophical 
theory and the images of the relationship between humans and nature that lay 
people in the Netherlands have.  The essentially fundamental, rational and, 
above all, theoretical conclusions of philosophical research regarding images of 
relationship appear to be substantiated by ‘empirical philosophy’, of which this 
chapter is an example.
However, the conclusion that philosophers’ qualitative views appear to corres-
pond with public views does not mean that their quantitative assumptions about 
the level of adherence of the public to the images of relationship are also 
correct. Not only philosophers, but also scientists from other disciplines, like 
environmental sciences, have expressed for many years and mostly still express 
that mastership is the dominant position of humans towards nature in the 
western world (Zweers, 1995; Boersema, 1991). Boersema, for instance, observed 
that “in spite of all the important differences and a lot of interesting undercur-
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rents, a cosmology has indeed developed from the late Middle Ages on that can 
be called typical of our Western culture”12: the mechanised world view, in which 
humans are at the top13. Although this opinion is widespread, the empirical 
evidence is scarce (Van den Born et al.,2001).
It is argued that 20thcentury developments in particular (large-scale environ-
mental pollution, climate change and serious decline of nature) induce the 
general population to reconsider its world view. An often heard warning is that 
if we continue to live and think as we are used to, we may not be able to oversee 
the consequences. Can we conclude from this research that a shift is occurring 
and that we have abandoned mastership and have moved on to a more nature-
friendly paradigm? 
Two considerations have to be taken into account; first of all, we should be 
cautious not to draw far-reaching conclusions due to the fact that there is a 
difference between attitude and behaviour. The data as presented in this chapter 
allows us to conclude that the Dutch population may be fully beyond mastership 
in a mental sense, highly into stewardship and even beyond that to a conside-
rable degree, with significant adherence to partnership and participation visions. 
However, this is a shift of visions, though important enough, but it does not 
permit us to draw conclusions regarding behavioural implications. Besides the 
fact that the survey was primarily focused on views and not on concrete beha-
viour, the attitude-behaviour relation is too complex to make such inferences. 
A second consideration is that if one looks at the dominant decision-making 
institutions in a country like the Netherlands, such as law and politics, then very 
little is visible as yet of the visions that the SOCON survey has discovered concer-
ning the public at large. Politics continues to be fully dominated by economic 
discourse; the Master of nature still rules. 
However, there may be an important shift. If views on the human/nature 
relationship are really moving from mastership to stewardship and beyond, 
society and government should anticipate on this development and change 
course. Considering the ascertainable results, nature-friendly policy should enjoy 
considerably more public support. From a scientific point of view, this shift is an 
interesting topic for further research in, among others, social environmental 
science, philosophy, ethics, social psychology and landscape planning.
12 Translation by RvdB.
13 The role of Christianity is dualistic in this respect; on the one hand, there is 
the  responsibility that some people feel towards a higher power that may lead 
to a responsible and caring attitude towards the Creation, the so-called 
stewardship. On the other hand, Christianity is appointed as the foundation of 
despotism (White, 1967; Passmore, 1974). More about religion and images of 
the human/nature relationship in M. De Groot & Van den Born (in press).
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a b s t r a C t 
This qualitative study, based on semi-structured in-depth interviews, addresses 
two questions: 1) what visions of nature do lay people subscribe to? 2) to what 
extent do these visions reflect those of professional philosophers? 
Although respondents tend to have a rather clear view of what nature is, they 
are often struggling with the place of human beings in nature. On the one hand, 
nature has to be more or less uncultivated in order to be considered “real”. This 
implies that human influence is undesirable. On the other hand, human beings 
are seen as a part of nature. Respondents are convinced that we are nature. This 
idea that humans are part of nature tends to be the dominant view in terms of 
what respondents regard as the ideal relationship towards nature. Four philo-
sophical images of the human-nature relationship were discussed with respon-
dents; Mastership over nature, Stewardship of nature, Partnership with nature 
and Participant in nature. Generally speaking, respondents were able to recog-
nize and understand the images elaborated by professional philosophers, but 
when asked whether one of these images resembles their personal ideas about 
the ideal relationship with nature, they prefer to construct images of their own, 
often by combining elements from two or more images as described in the 
scholarly philosophical literature. Of these elements, the most important are (1) 
that humans are part of nature, but (2) that they are responsible for nature’s 
well-being as well. This study indicates that empirical philosophy can contribute 
to the further development of environmental philosophy. An empirical turn can 
make environmental philosophy more responsive to the views that actually exist 
in the public arena. Beyond a mere affirmation or rejection of the existing 
philosophical notions, we can discover people’s own voice.
Keywords
Visions of nature; attitudes towards nature; values of nature; environmental 
philosophy; qualitative research; Netherlands.
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i n t r o d u C t i o n
That human beings have to distance themselves from nature and have to gain 
mastery over nature has been a key tenet of Western Enlightenment. It is a view 
that has been articulated by philosophers such as Descartes, Bacon, Kant, and 
various others. This philosophy was articulated at a time when humans were still 
struggling to become less dependent upon nature’s whims. Nowadays, in the 
Western world at least, the roles are reversed. Nature is regulated and subdued 
in the context of an ever-urbanizing landscape, where humans are emphatically 
present. Wilderness, insofar as it still can be encountered, is embedded in an 
omnipresent human culture. In such an environment, birds have already begun 
imitating mobile phone ring tones.
This development has changed academic philosophy. The most notably philo-
sophical response to the denaturalisation of our environment was the birth of 
environmental philosophy and environmental ethics. In the words of Rolston 
(1989), philosophy has “gone wild”, and philosophers are ‘rethinking nature’ 
(Foltz & Frodeman, 2004). According to Stone (2005: 286), new conceptions of 
nature are needed “in order to challenge the damaging attitudes and practices 
that stem from currently dominant conceptions”. The relevance of this work is 
that it may deliver new concepts for science and society to engage in and 
interact with nature in new, and possibly more appropriate ways. New conceptu-
alizations of nature may also be developing, more or less autonomously, within 
science and society themselves. Within the life sciences, for instance,  genomics 
and nanoscience are expected to produce sustainable technologies and contriv-
ances that are more congenial to nature. And with regard to the public ideas on 
nature, Van den Berg (1999) points out that the acceptance of ecocentric ideas 
are becoming so widespread that new, more fine-grained tools are needed to 
measure these ideas in an adequate manner. In this paper, the focus will be on 
the ideas that ‘lay people’ have with regard to nature. The practical importance 
of measuring these public ‘visions of nature’ is that it facilitates effective public 
involvement in nature and landscape planning and management. Moreover, 
studying public visions of nature amounts to ‘empirical philosophy’; which may 
feed back into and enrich academic philosophy as well. 
Visions of nature have been studied by Kahn (1999), Kellert (1989, 1993) and 
others. In a number of publications, our group at the Radboud University has 
added to these research efforts.  (e.g. De Groot, 1999; Van den Born et al., 2001; 
De Groot & Van den Born, 2003; Van den Born, 2006). Whereas previous studies 
by our group were mainly quantitative, this paper addresses the issue with 
qualitative methods. The leading questions are:
1) What, if elicited in a qualitative method, is the content and range of lay 
people’s visions of nature (their ‘folk philosophy’ of nature)?
2) How do these ideas relate to philosophical concepts as elaborated in profes-
sional philosophical discourse?
First, we will discuss the concept of visions of nature as such, against the back-
ground of results of our previous studies.
C o n C e p t s  a n d  p r e v i o u s  f i n d i n g s
As defined by Van den Born et al. (2001), the umbrella term ‘visions of nature’ 
consists of three elements (Van den Born et al., 2001). First, there are the images 
of nature; what do people consider ‘nature’ and what types of nature do people 
distinguish? Is a swamp, for example, considered more natural, more ‘real’ 
nature than a pine forest? A second element of visions of nature is values of 
nature; these are the reasons why nature is perceived to be important. A key 
discussion within this topic is whether nature has only an instrumental value or 
whether it also has intrinsic value. The third element consists of the images of 
relationship, which are the images that people hold about the appropriate 
relationship between humans and nature. The four basic ‘images of relationship’ 
are described below as Master over nature, Steward of nature, Partner with 
nature and Participant in nature (e.g. Zweers, 1995). 
Images of nature
Quantitative research on images of nature is a research ‘tradition’ in the Nether-
lands, starting with Buijs & Volker (1997). Most studies present a number of 
descriptions to the respondents, such as ‘the sea’, ‘a meadow’ and ‘a bird’. 
Subsequently, the respondents are asked to indicate to what extent they 
evaluate these images as nature (for example: ‘real nature’, ‘somewhat nature’ 
or ‘not nature’). Data obtained in surveys are analysed statistically and clustered 
into types of nature, like ‘Arcadian nature’ or ‘wild nature’. Respondents 
subscribe to a broad variety of images of nature, ranging from domesticated to 
autonomous nature (Buijs & Volker, 1997; Buijs, 2000) and from Arcadian to 
elementary nature (De Groot & Van den Born, 2003). Thus, the studies show that 
the definition of nature used by Dutch respondents is less strictly defined than 
those used in science or nature policy. We decided to ask respondents about their 
specific criteria and definitions of nature and expected that the qualitative 
character of the study would allow us to probe deeper into the reasons people 
have to evaluate certain types of nature as ‘real nature’ or not. 
Values of nature
Environmental values are studied in sociology, psychology, anthropology, 
economics, and environmental philosophy. Psychologists, sociologists and 
(cognitive) anthropologists have developed value or attitudinal typologies, the 
main intention of which is to predict behaviour.  One example is the VBN model 
(Value-Belief-Norm) of Stern and colleagues (Stern et al.,1999; Stern, 2000). “The 
VBN theory postulates a causal chain of variables that leads to behaviour: values, 
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worldview, awareness of adverse consequences for valued objects, perceived 
ability to reduce threat, and personal norms for pro-environmental behaviour” 
(Schultz et al., 2004: 32). Another well-known approach in social sciences is the 
NEP (New Ecological Paradigm) scale of Dunlap et al. (2000), which does not 
focus on specific values but rather on assessing worldviews. Economists distin-
guish between use and non-use values, between functional and existence values 
and they use techniques such as ‘willingness to pay’ and ‘willingness to accept’ to 
assess these values (Widegren, 1998; Brouwer & Van Ek, 2004). Such value-
assignment tools are often criticised for being insufficient when comprehending 
the different meanings of nature, because they force the respondent to reduce 
the human-nature relationship to a merely economic good (Campos, 2002). This 
criticism is one reason for the growing interest in alternative methods for 
eliciting these values. Satterfield (2001: 335) emphasises that people’s value 
articulations are contextual; they are “embedded in, and suited to narratives, to 
our everyday impassioned and storied talk about nature and meaning”. 
Values can be considered on two different levels. The first level concerns qualities 
of nature that are important to the evaluator (e.g. Satterfield, 2001; Buijs & 
Filius, 1998). The second level concerns moral guidelines (e.g. Satterfield, 2001; 
Kempton et al., 1995). In this study, we focus on the values of the first level. 
In the philosophical field, Rolston (1981) argues that ‘values are actualised in 
human relationships with nature’. Rolston distinguishes between ten different 
types of values that are associated with nature: (1) economic value, (2) life 
support value, (3) recreational value, (4) scientific value, (5) aesthetic value, and 
(6) life value. Then four more complex values are described, two of which are 
pairs of complementary values; (7) diversity and unity values, and (8) stability and 
spontaneity values. The last two values are (9) dialectical values and (10) sacra-
mental values. Of these, ‘life support values’ refer to ecological values that are 
essential to the health of the ecosystem and thus to human welfare. ‘Life value’ 
is the idea that all life is precious; it is about reverence for life. Rolston does not 
refer to intrinsic value. Yet, his concept of life value at least resembles the idea 
of intrinsic value. ‘Dialectical value’ is the significance of nature for being 
different than culture, which makes it impossible to entirely reduce nature to 
culture, or make it identical with it (cf. Zweers, 1995: 106); the encounter with 
alien nature creates the ability for humans to grow. ‘Sacramental value’ is about 
the contemplation of nature, or in the words of Rolston ‘thoughts about who 
and where we are, about the life and death that nature hands us, and our 
appropriate conduct in this environment’.
Philosophers have thought and discussed a lot about whether nature has intrinsic 
value (over and above its instrumental value) and this discussion still continues 
(Hailwood, 2000; Stephens, 2000; Morito, 2003). A widely used definition of 
intrinsic value is the value someone or something has in and for itself, irrespec-
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1 In Norway (Grendstad & Wollebaek, 1998) respondents (n=965) had to 
choose which of the following statements were closest to their own point of view: 
(A) “pristine nature must be saved if it is in the interest of humankind” or (B) 
“pristine nature must be saved even if it is not in the interest of humankind”; 
76% of the respondents choose B. In The Netherlands (Buijs & Volker, 1997) 
92% of the respondents (n=1999) agreed with the statement “nature is 
important for itself, independent of its functions for mankind”. In Sweden 
(Widegren, 1998), 79% of the respondents (n=978) agreed with the statement 
“plants and animals do not exist primarily for human use”.
2 Described in the questionnaire as: because plants and animals have the right 
to be on earth too.
3 Two studies in the Netherlands we know of are those of De Vries (2006) with 
regard to genetic engineering, and De Cock Buning et al. (2005) regarding 
images of relationship and biotechnology. De Vries interviewed 35 persons; the 
group of respondents encompassed (a) scientists who design or perform GE 
experiments, (b) biotechnicians and animal caretakers performing or otherwise 
involved in GE experiments  and (c) laboratory animal scientists who monitor 
the welfare of the modified animals. De Cock Buning et al. worked with focus 
groups and dialogue sessions with lay people, scientists and farmers.
tive of its use or function for others (Achterberg, 1994; Zweers, 1995; Lockwood, 
1999). Philosophical opinions differ on whether intrinsic value exists independent 
from a human observer. ‘Objectivists’ such as Taylor (1981) and Zweers (1995) 
hold that an entity may have intrinsic value regardless of whether this is recog-
nised by humans. Nature may even have intrinsic value if human subjects are not 
present at all  (although a valuing entity is, of course, necessary in order to 
discern or appreciate that value). Subjectivists such as Callicot (2002), on the 
other hand, claim that intrinsic value only exists if valuing entities are present 
who are able to discern this value. If human beings are absent, intrinsic value 
ceases to exist.
In European countries, where the public perceptions of intrinsic value have been 
investigated1, the majority of the population appears to recognize the intrinsic 
value of nature. These results were confirmed by Van den Born et al. (2001). 
Respondents (N=200) could indicate agreement or disagreement on a list of 
reasons of “why nature is important”. Human health (65%) and future genera-
tions (40%) occupied first and second place. Intrinsic value2 ended in third place, 
with 38% of the respondents indicating this reason, followed by reasons such as 
beauty, relaxation and recreation. Qualitative empirical research about intrinsic 
value, however, is virtually non-existent3. 
C h a p t e r   5
97
Images of relationship
Images of relationship, also called environmental worldviews, are the views that 
people hold about their appropriate relation with nature. “A worldview (...) 
refers to the constellation of beliefs, values, and concepts that give shape and 
meaning to the world that a person experiences and acts within” (Norton, 1991: 
75). There is some similarity between these images of relationships and what is 
called ‘attitudes towards nature’. In social psychology, the concept of attitude 
usually refers to either a tendency to perceive, or a disposition to act. According 
to Zweers (1995), images of relationship are ‘basic attitudes’ of the former type; 
they are “a way of perceiving, conceiving reality”. Achterberg (1994) agrees with 
this; an image of relationship is a view or perspective on the place of the human 
in nature. He calls it ‘a disposition’ to experience and appreciate nature in a 
particular way and to have contact with nature in a particular way.
The articulation and classification of environmental worldviews is an Anglo-
Saxon philosophical tradition (White, 1967; Passmore, 1974; Barbour, 1980; 
Rodman, 1983), carried on later by Dutch philosophers (De Groot, 1992; Kockel-
koren, 1993; Zweers, 1995; Achterberg, 1994). 
In Van den Born’s (2006), overview four basic images of relationship are distin-
guished:
•  The Master over nature stands above nature. In his interactions with nature he 
is not restricted by moral constraints or knowledge about nature’s fragility. 
Economic growth and technology are expected to provide answers to his problems. 
•  The Steward of nature also stands above nature, but manages nature. Nature 
is not owned by the Steward, but entrusted to him. The steward owes responsi-
bility to God or future generations. 
•  The Partner with nature stands side by side with nature. Humans and nature 
are considered to be of equal value. Humans should work together with nature 
with the aim that this interaction will benefit both. 
•  The Participant in nature is part of nature, not just biologically, but also on the 
spiritual level. Although humans are a (small) part of nature, they are active 
participants. For the Participant, the bond between self and nature is very 
important; it co-constitutes the self.
Two main conclusions can be drawn from the quantitative studies reviewed in 
Van de Born (2006). (1) Lay people reproduce the four images of relationship to a 
significant extent; most uncertainty has to do with partnership with nature. (2) In 
terms of which images people adhere to, respondents go beyond mastership 
over nature. Stewardship is relatively popular, and even the two more eco-centric 
images of relationship are widely supported. In other words, the images articu-
lated by the environmental philosophers do seem to capture ideas of the lay 
public. Philosophers seem to be on the wrong track when they claim that 
mastership over nature is still dominant in Western culture.
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m e t h o d s
Three basic approaches to study visions of nature exist. First of all, one may 
analyze and propose self-articulated visions. This is basically what environmental 
philosophers do. Secondly, one may use quantitative survey methods to question 
the views of respondents with the help of pre-styled items that may generate 
overall clusters, levels of adherence and explanations using respondents’ 
background variables such as age, gender and level of urbanisation. Thirdly, one 
may use qualitative methods in order to give respondents more freedom to 
describe and explain visions in their own words, thus allowing a deeper insight 
into underlying thoughts and arguments. This is the approach of the present 
paper. 
In line with the general distinction between open, semi-structured and struc-
tured interviews (‘t Hart et al., 2005; Emans, 2003), three methods for the 
qualitative study of visions of nature may be distinguished. First, we may trigger 
a process of free associations on the part of the respondents with a single term 
or concept, for example by asking “what is nature?”. In the second, semi-
structured method we already fill in part of the puzzle: we explain a term or 
concept to the respondent and ask for his or her response. For instance, “nature 
is often seen as an environment untouched by humans. What is your opinion on 
that?”. In a third -fully structured- method, respondents are asked for a response 
on a number of items representing a particular concept. We can ask to indicate 
(on a scale from ‘agree entirely’ to ‘don’t agree at all’) “do you agree with the 
idea that the interests of humans are more important than the interests of 
animals? and why (not)?”.
The first method will shed some light on images and values of nature in general, 
but cannot be used when it comes to testing more specific notions and concepts 
such as for example ‘intrinsic value’.  For instance, the question “what is intrinsic 
value and what is your opinion on that ?” is problematic because it is quite 
unlikely that the majority of the respondent will have a clear idea about the 
notion of intrinsic value. In that case, more structured methods are to be used.
In the present study, we used the first and second method, which gives us the 
opportunity to validate some of the results from previous surveys. Images of 
nature were explored by means of the first method. Questions like “what is 
nature, and why” and “do you think humans are part of nature”, enabled 
respondents to puzzle freely on the different concepts. The concepts of intrinsic 
value and the different images of relationship were explored with the second 
method. 
Sample
For the interviews, 31 respondents were recruited through personal contacts 
(cf. Gustafson, 2001) but the interviewer was not personally acqainted with any 
of them. All respondents were born in and are still living in the Netherlands. To 
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4 The main reason for this age criterion is that all respondents are born after the 
Second World War, to prevent the possibility that childhood memories are 
overshadowed by war experiences. We did not choose for respondents older than 55 
because of  possible problems with memory. The minimum age of 40 was chosen 
with the intention that respondents are in more or less comparable life stages. 
5 The interview closely examines the place of growing up (this topic is not included 
in this paper); to interview people who moved once or more times during their 
childhood would simply take too much time. Besides, if people moved to a different 
urbanised area, analyses are hard to make.
6 Men: 2 lower; 2 medium; and 11 higher educated. Women: 8 lower; 4 medium; 
and 4 higher educated. 
7 The ten photos are a selection from photos used in the study of Buijs & Filius 
(1998).
be included in the sample, three criteria had to be met; respondents had to be of 
an age between 40 and 55 years old4, should not have moved during the first 15 
years of their lives5 and had to be non-experts (e.g. not working in a nature 
conservation or environment sector). In order to obtain a broad perspective, a 
nonrepresentative stratified sampling was used (Trost, 1986). An equal distribu-
tion was aimed at with respect to gender (the sample consists of 15 male and 16 
female respondents), having grown up in an urban or rural area, and level of 
education. The male respondents group consists of seven people raised in an 
urban area and eight people in a rural area. For the females, there were six 
urban and ten rural respondents. We failed to achieve an equal distribution 
concerning education for men and women. It turned out difficult to find more 
women with a higher education and between 40-55 years, who had also not 
moved during the first 15 years. As a result, higher educated women were 
underrepresented in the sample6.
Interview structure
The interviews were held at the respondent’s home address and took approxi-
mately one and a half hours. All respondents were interviewed by the author. In 
the interview, all elements of the ‘visions of nature umbrella’, as explained 
above, were dealt with. 
•  For the Images of Nature, the interviewer showed the respondents a set of ten 
photos7: a park; the sea; a pavement with grass between the tiles; a bare field; 
pine forest; a house with a neat garden; cows in the meadow; a deciduous 
forest; a wild roadside; and landscape with small-scale alternation of meadows 
and tree rows. Respondents were asked to rank the photographs in terms of the 
degree to which they considered them to be natural. Moreover, we asked the 
respondents to explain their choices and express the criteria used when 
arranging the photos. In addition, they were asked whether they thought 
humans belong to nature or not. The first part of the interview ended with the 
request to the respondents to give their own definition of nature.
•  Value of nature: two questions were used to elicit reflections on the value of 
nature. The first question ‘Do you think nature is important?’ was followed by 
‘For what reasons?’. After the respondents had stated their reasons for finding 
nature important or not, the interviewer explained the concept of intrinsic value. 
The idea that nature has intrinsic value implies that nature has a value on its 
own, irrespective of its usefulness to humans. The interviewer tried to discuss this 
idea with the respondents; tried to make out to what extent they understood 
this concept and how far they could work out the various implications of this 
idea. 
•  Image of relationship: the interviewer described the four images of relation-
ship (the Master, the Steward, the Partner and the Participant). In order to assist 
the respondents in understanding these images of relationship, we visualised 
them using simple drawings (see Box 1). We asked the respondents for a reaction 
to each image, in terms of their understanding and appreciation. After discussing 
all four images, we asked the respondents to choose the image of relationship 
that approximated their own idea concerning the ideal relationship between 
humans and nature, or to construct his/her own favourite image. This part of the 
interview provided an opportunity to talk more associatively about the human/
nature relationship and offered respondents room to come up with their own 
ideas.
Analysis
All interviews were recorded and transcribed for the purpose of analysing the 
data. The interview transcriptions were entered into Kwalitan (Wester & Peters, 
2004). This program is a tool for assessing qualitative textual data. The research 
material is first ordered: the text is provided with codes that refer to the relevant 
analytical entries. An initial reduction is made by labelling the different inter-
view topics, and a second reduction involves labelling aspects within these topics. 
The next step is the structuring phase, in which patterns or relations are searched 
for. In this process, many tables and profile memos are made to order answers or 
opinions per respondent and per topic. 
Reliability, validity, and interview context
A semi-structured data collection method contributes to internal validity. The 
distance between the researcher and the obtained data is small. The researcher is 
involved with the participants in the study or the topic, and this allows him/her 
to find out what kind of visions the respondents adhere to. Besides these 
benefits, there are some methodological drawbacks as well. Reliability is limited. 
The researcher can be more or less “directive”. The data collection and data 
interpretation is difficult to verify by others (‘t Hart et al., 2005). Besides, the 
involvement may lead to socially desirable answers on the part of the respon-
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dents, either in the direction of what the respondent thinks the researcher wants 
to hear, or in the direction of political correctness. For topics like nature or 
environmental behaviour, this is something that has to be taken into account. In 
order to address these weaknesses, the interview was embedded in a larger 
discussion concerning nature in childhood, which provided a narrative context 
that is probably more realistic than visions on nature without such a context, or 
with every respondent creating his or her own implicit context. In addition, we 
also talked about negative nature experiences and experiences of fear, again in 
order to make the context more realistic. Furthermore, insofar as the verification 
of the data collection and interpretation is concerned, we worked with a semi-
structured interview guide and categorised and quantified the answers as much 
as possible. Finally, we tried to reduce the influence of involvement by standard-
ising the description of the images of relationship.
r e s u l t s
Images of Nature
What determines whether respondents regard something as “real nature” or 
not? People are very clear about this8: the extent to which nature is cultivated9 
(the more cultivated, the less nature it is). Some respondents also mention space 
and tranquillity as necessary requirements. When we link these answers to the 
photos that were selected as representing real nature, the pictures that most 
respondents refer to as “real” nature, namely the sea (30 out of 31 respondents) 
and the deciduous forest, meet their criterion in terms of the level of cultivation. 
The pine forest comes in third place, although this photograph clearly shows a 
planted forest, with the trees in neat rows. Respondents may not have noticed 
this, but some argued that: “It’s a forest, therefore it is real nature”. Photos that 
are classified as the least natural include a house with a garden, a pavement and 
a roadside, all of which are indeed cultivated or urbanised sites. Some respon-
dents, however, had ambiguous feelings about the pavement. Although it is very 
cultivated, it shows the power of nature - the grass is able to grow between the 
tiles, against the will of humans - and therefore it can be regarded as an example 
of nature taking its own course.
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8 All of the answers on the part of the respondents were spontaneous and they 
could mention more than one criterion.
9 Four different answers are grouped under the category ‘cultivation’; some 
respondents find that nature must not be cultivated to be real nature; others 
refer to the extent to which humans influence nature; a third group finds that 
nature must be able to go its own way; and there is a group that is of the 
opinion that nature must be wild and powerful.
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10 The respondents’ personal code is shown between brackets ; M stands for 
Man, and W for Woman.
11 All reasons were mentioned spontaneously, no examples were given
12 This argument has much to do with human health, but almost none of the 
respondents explicitly make that connection.
When the respondents were asked whether or not they think humans belong to 
nature, there were two different reactions. Half of the respondents (as many 
men as women), consider humans part of nature, but a second group, mainly 
men, has strong doubts about this. These doubts are nicely illustrated in the line 
of thought of one respondent. When thinking about whether humans are part 
of nature or not, the respondent first says yes, then has doubts, because humans 
do not really grow up in nature. She does not know whether to say yes or no, 
but tends towards a no, because “it has something to do with nature and 
culture”. When asked for her own definition of nature, this respondent 
answered: “nature is everything that grows and flourishes.......So, that would 
include humans.... But I am thinking more of plants and animals”, (W5)10. Others 
have doubts because they think it depends on human behaviour; “it is only 
possible to stay in contact with nature when there is respect for nature. If we are 
not careful, we deny our place in nature”(M1). Others point out that the place of 
humans in nature has changed in the course of time: “We cannot be untouched 
anymore; for that you must be in the inlands of Brazil, then you are one with 
nature. “ (W12) and “(..) when I see what people are doing, it does not have 
much to do with nature anymore” (M14).
One last question concerning nature images involved the issue of whether or not 
respondents were able to formulate their own definition of nature. This proved 
to be a difficult task for most respondents. But in the end, many respondents, 
both from an urban and from a rural background, formulated definitions that 
are rather common and uncomplicated: “Nature is everything that grows and 
flourishes”. 
Values of nature
Is nature perceived to be important and why? Without exception, every respon-
dent states that nature is important, although for different reasons. The reason 
most often mentioned11 is that nature is indispensable: “It’s just a part of life. I 
cannot bear to think about living in a block of apartment buildings, when you 
have no contact with nature”(W5). Another frequently mentioned reason for 
valuing nature is the beauty of nature.
People give three different explanations for the indispensability of nature: 1) for 
oxygen/to breathe12: “We need fresh air, everything have to stay liveable” (M28); 
“We need [nature] for our oxygen production” (W8); 2) tranquillity and 3) 
recreation/to be outside. Almost all respondents in this category oppose nature 
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13 Except beauty, which is neither purely instrumental nor purely intrinsic
to the city. “I do not want to live in the city (...), I couldn’t live without nature” 
(W23). One respondent remembered living in Amsterdam for a few months but 
“seeing only houses, it drove me crazy” (M17) and “we live in the town centre 
(...), you just need green places.” (W24). 
What is remarkable is that only one of all of the reasons mentioned is ecocentric; 
that is space for animals and plants. All of the other reasons13 are instrumental in 
the sense that they are functional for humans, like recreation, enjoyment etc. 
When comparing these outcomes to the values identified by Rolston, it seems 
that both the recreational value and the aesthetic value are recognized by the 
respondents. Rolston’s life support value shows similarities with the respondents’ 
category oxygen/to breath. And finally, when interpreting the dialectical value 
freely, we can recognize some aspects of this in the respondents ‘counter-
position’ value; nature as being totally different compared to culture, especially 
the city, and therefore providing a counterbalance for daily life. Some aspects 
were not mentioned at all by the respondents: scientific, ecological and sacra-
mental values. Except for space for animals and plants, the respondents did not 
spontaneously mention the intrinsic value of nature. However, they were asked 
to think about it in the interview. The interviewer explained the concept of 
intrinsic value to the respondents and discussed it with them. In practice, this 
turned out to be a very difficult concept for many of them. Their answers were 
often rather vague and therefore hard to interpret. What becomes clear is that 
almost all respondents reject the idea that nature is only valuable in a functional 
or instrumental sense. After interpreting the arguments used by the respon-
dents, we can distinguish four groups. A first, mixed group of respondents (n 
=11) can be identified as advocates of intrinsic value. They understand the idea 
that nature has a value of its own, irrespective of its use for humans. They are 
aware that humans are always the ones to recognise that value, but they believe 
that nature is not just “in service of humans”(W27) and that nature “also has 
value without the presence of human beings” (M1). They even mention that it is 
possible that nature would survive mankind, only then it wouldn’t be called 
nature anymore (W3). The types of arguments that were put forward by this 
group are: “Why should nature only have value for humans? I enjoy seeing the 
birds fly, but these birds also fly there without me”(M10); “I am always surprised 
about people who say that a protected area has no value if recreation is not 
allowed”(M13) and one respondent refers to the Maya culture, where everything 
has a soul; “everything has a being. So, you have to ask permission of the earth 
to plant maize and to harvest it, or to cut down a tree”(W22). In this last quote, 
we can clearly recognise Taylor’s ideas of respect for nature.
The people in the second group, of the same size as the first one and consisting 
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14 Callicot calls this an “anthropogenic” theory of value.
15 Initially, the images of relationship were presented to the respondents in the 
order of master, steward, partner, participant; the images are alternated later 
on.
mainly of women, could also be classified as advocates of intrinsic value, but 
these respondents give the impression that they do not completely understand 
the meaning of the concept. They keep on reasoning in terms of functions of 
nature. Two illustrative statements are: “I think [intrinsic value] is a good idea, 
because if we kill nature, then humans do not have the possibility to live 
anymore”(M14) and “For me [nature] is always allowed to be there, even if I 
wouldn’t be there anymore. (...) We need nature for food and for our life”(W15). 
The respondents in the third group feel that nature is above all functional for 
humans; “I wish all the best for every plant and animal, but actually, I want to 
enjoy it myself too. That concept [intrinsic value] doesn’t mean anything to me 
(M28)”. On examining their arguments more closely, it seems that the respon-
dents most of all reject their own concept of intrinsic value as they understood it, 
namely as a value that excludes instrumental value of nature (“I want to enjoy it 
myself too”). 
Then there is a fourth and smaller group of only male respondents who indicate 
that they are not positive about the notion of intrinsic value; that it is not 
workable for them. These respondents say that they cannot see nature apart 
from humans; “According to me, intrinsic value doesn’t exist; who made that up? 
(...) Value is a human concept (...) only humans think in terms of values” (M25). 
They understand the difficulty of the concept (value is a human concept). The 
idea that intrinsic value in this traditional meaning is too dogmatic because 
nature may also be valuable when someone enjoys it, and therefore values it, 
can be recognized in the argumentation of Callicot (1993). An intrinsically 
valuable thing in Callicot’s reading ‘is valuable for its own sake, for itself, but is 
not valuable in itself, i.e. completely independent of any consciousness’14. 
Is it possible to discover whether respondents tend to the objectivistic or subjec-
tivistic view?
Only in the first group -those who advocate and understand the concept of 
intrinsic value- a more or less objectivistic view of intrinsic value was articulated; 
“nature has also value without the presence of human beings” (M1) and 
“everything has a being” (W22). 
Images of relationship
This section describes the general reactions and thoughts of the respondents on 
the four images of relationship, as well as the way respondents judge the 
different images as being an ideal relationship between humans and nature15. 
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We start with the two images that the respondents reject, namely the Master 
over nature and the Partner with nature.
All respondents reject the idea of mastership over nature for moral reasons. They 
think that ‘humans should not stand above nature’. It should be the other way 
around: ‘nature should stand above humans’, ‘humans are part of nature’ and 
humans ‘are not superior to nature’. A frequently mentioned reason for rejecting 
mastership is that ‘humans should treat nature with respect’. This standpoint is 
taken by those who argue that ‘humans do not have the right to control nature’. 
Other respondents also use moral arguments, but argue more from nature’s 
standpoint: ‘nature should go her own way’.
A few respondents give reasons referring to hubris to reject this image. These 
respondents think that such an attitude of ‘arrogance’ is not appropriate; 
humans ‘overrate their possibilities’. Respondents are convinced that ‘to control 
nature is to destroy it’.
Hardly any respondent addresses the technology aspect in the master image. 
After probing, some respondents, mostly women, are very outspoken in stressing 
the negative role they see for technology in our society; it has not led us to 
something good; humans always want more and better, which is perceived as 
dangerous; and nature is the victim of technology. A few others, mostly men, see 
it more positively; technology can play a role in the solution of some major 
environmental problems, but they feel that it should not tip the scale in favour 
of mastership. 
Partnership with nature is a totally different view on the human/nature relation-
ship than mastership, but is also not very popular among the respondents. When 
discussing the relation between humans and nature represented in the drawings 
(see Box 1), they state that we are not separate from nature but are part of 
nature. For most respondents, the rejection of the partnership image does not 
rest on moral grounds. Instead, people feel that this way of relating to nature is 
not realistic and not practicable; humans and nature are not and cannot be 
equivalent. “Nature gives us a lot, that we can use, medicines, oil...But are we 
equal with nature?(...) What do we give back? A lot of filth and dirt.” (M20). It is 
remarkable that this respondent appears to consider the idea of nature as 
partner (why else bother about what we give back?), but rejects the image as 
unattainable. 
For the other respondents, the majority, two types of arguments for rejecting the 
idea of partnership can be distinguished. A first type of argument refers to 
nature’s inability to speak or humans’ inability to understand what nature wants: 
“It is a bit like smiling; an animal cannot smile. It is the human emotion that is 
put in it. I can also put my emotion in nature and say what nature would want, 
but I do not believe in that” (W24). A second type of argument (endorsed by a 
relatively large group) has to do with the impossibility of equality between man 
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and nature because of a fundamental characteristic of mankind; people regret 
that ‘humans will keep interfering in nature’ and ‘humans will always dominate 
over nature’.  Respondents are concerned that humans will always take more 
and more from nature. “This [partner] is much better than the master, but still I 
am hesitant whether humans will not take too much from nature. Humans could 
not cope with that much freedom.” (W26). One respondent said: “There are so 
many people who are not capable of treating other people with respect”(W24), 
suggesting: let alone nature...
The two other images of relationship, the Steward of nature and the Participant 
in nature, are more often favoured by the respondents. The Steward also stands 
above nature, but is at the same time responsible for nature. The idea of 
responsibility is strongly subscribed to by almost all respondents; they mention 
the responsibility to take care of nature; to manage and preserve nature, 
because humans have the ability to do that. “Because humans have more 
possibilities than nature, we can destroy things. I think that brings along 
responsibility (...) that you should handle consciously” (W3). However, some 
respondents critically note that it depends on the interpretation of the concept 
of responsibility; how far may our interferences go on a scale ranging from 
controlling everything to letting nature go its own way? Another critical 
respondent makes the observation that the justification of the Steward is still 
being passed on to someone else; “I think it is silly to drag in a third authority 
that justifies everything you do” (W24).
Another aspect of stewardship is the idea that we should preserve nature for 
future generations. For almost everyone this is very true “we have to take care of 
[nature] so our children and our children’s children can benefit from it”(W19). 
“When the functioning of future generations is being made impossible, then it’s 
a matter of exhaustion. You cannot do that to the next generation” (M10).
When introducing this image, the respondents were told that there is a religious 
variant of this image, (where God, as the creator, stands above humans); as well 
as a secular, sustainable variant (in which God is replaced by future generations). 
In this first case, God entrusted nature to humans, in the second, nature has to 
be passed on to future generations.
On the religious claim that nature is God’s creation and humans are responsible 
for taking care of it, four different reactions were found. 1) People express their 
doubts about what they believe. Some were brought up religiously, but no 
longer practice their religion. “My image of God has changed. I’ve not yet solved 
whether there is a responsibility towards God, but I feel good about the way I 
was raised with it” (M1). 2) Some people hold strong views about religion, 
especially their belief in Creation. “God created earth and everything of nature, 
(...) That’s what I think; He gave it to us, because he created mankind too.”(W12). 
3) A group of respondents give a personal interpretation of the image of God; 
“I am firmly convinced that there is a God, not as a person, but maybe it is 
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nature itself (M18). A number of respondents subscribes to the pantheistic view 
that nature is God. 4) A last group explicitly rejects the religious component in 
the Steward because they do not believe in the existence of a God. “Stewardship 
doesn’t appeal to me, because it means that you see yourself as the crowning 
glory of the Creation”(M13).
After a general positive response to the element of responsibility, the relevance 
of future generations and caring for nature, many respondents express their 
doubts about the position of mankind in relation to nature as represented in this 
steward image as a whole. They are of the opinion that mankind does not stand 
above nature, but is part of nature. More than half of the respondents come to 
the conclusion that, although they subscribe to a number of elements of the 
steward image, they reject the idea of humans standing above nature.
The idea of humans as Participants, in other words the view that humans are 
part of nature, is a viewpoint that two thirds of the respondents subscribe to. 
Half of this group, mainly women, even goes a step further; they believe that 
humans are just a small part of nature, and that humans are insignificant 
creatures. Respondents speak about nature’s power and find that humans do not 
amount to anything in comparison; “When you walk through nature you think 
what little idiots we are. When you see the mountains or a waterfall, then you 
feel the power of nature. We cannot do anything against it.” (M4). Following 
this line of thought, the majority of the respondents have positive feelings 
toward the participant image. Those who are negative find the idea unrealistic 
and not feasible, or they do not agree with humans being a small part of nature, 
e.g. when referring to the climate and the ozone layer. “We are beyond that 
point of humans as a small part of nature; too much is destroyed already 
(..)”(W7). 
It becomes clear when we examine the answers of the respondents more closely 
that most respondents talk about being part of nature in a physical and biolog-
ical sense. It is remarkable that respondents react very positively to descriptions 
of images that contain elements like sense of belonging and spiritual connected-
ness, but that their reactions are actually about ecological chains rather than 
spiritual ties. The following remarks are indicative for this biological interpreta-
tion of the participant: “We are a part of nature (..) we are at the top of the 
[food]chain, but nature keeps embracing us” (M1); “We are just a link in the 
ecological chain” (M10), “humans are part of nature, because [nature] contains 
the living and the non-living entities “(M31). 
Recognising that nature has intrinsic value is one of the most important founda-
tions of the Participant position as articulated in scholarly philosophical 
discourse. As described above, the majority of the respondents reject the idea of 
nature only having instrumental value, but not all respondents truly seem to 
understand or endorse the idea of intrinsic value.
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The Participant may also have a spiritual dimension. No definition of spirituality 
was given in the interviews; but it was only mentioned to the respondents that 
many participants believe in a spiritual connection between humans and nature, 
after which respondents were invited to explain what they meant by spirituality 
and whether it plays a role in their relationship with nature. It turned out that 
most respondents do not have a clear view on spirituality with regard to nature. 
They refer to tranquillity and feeling good in nature, but although they think 
that spirituality is more than that, they find it difficult to grasp or articulate what 
that ‘more’ is exactly. “When I am in nature, it doesn’t matter whether it is by the 
sea or in the woods, I have the feeling that it does something to me. It gives me 
a certain peace of mind. I cannot describe it, and I do not know whether it is 
really spiritual”(M6). Others think it is too vague; “I could follow you [the 
interviewer] perfectly until you brought up spirituality, but spirituality doesn’t 
mean anything to me.  Spirituality is woolly stuff; I am too sober-minded for that 
“ (M29). The few respondents that do have an idea of spirituality are positive 
about it and are all female “In nature, things occur that you cannot totally 
understand, that also gives you amazement about nature. In this, trust between 
nature and myself plays a major role (...) which gives me an immediate connect-
edness in nature (...) then you come in an area between nature and God, for me, 
that is spirituality” (W11).
After discussing their reactions to these images, the respondents were asked 
which image they preferred. The images that most respondents endorsed were 
the Steward and the Participant. 
Many respondents were aware that the image they choose as the best way to 
relate to nature is not the most attainable or realistic image. “It is a nice ideal, 
but my picture of the future is not that positive if we go on like this. People have 
to learn to restrict themselves and to better divide their needs “(M1), and a 
respondent who choose convincingly for the Participant says: “you actually go 
back to prehistoric times (..) yes, that would be impossible now”(M10). 
We also asked the respondents what they thought other people in the Nether-
lands would choose as their ideal image of relationship. People are not very 
optimistic about what their fellow Dutch men and women see as the appropriate 
relationship with nature. While no respondent opted for mastership over nature 
as their own ideal image, they suspected that most others would do so. The great 
majority of the respondents thought other people would choose a more anthro-
pocentric image compared to their own vision. None of the respondents 
supposed that other people in the Netherlands would have a more ecocentric 
view on the relationship between humans and nature than they have themselves.
Some relations between choices for preferred image and background variables 
were found. 
Men and women are almost equally divided over the different images of 
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relationship. When considering the level of education the higher, medium and 
lower educated respondents are also fairly well divided over the various images 
of relationships. Urban or rural background might play a minor role; almost all 
Stewards grew up in a rural area. For all other images of relationship, respon-
dents with a rural or urban background are almost equally divided. Concerning 
religious background, one might expect religion to correlate with adherence to 
the Steward image, propagated by religious movements. This was not confirmed. 
A large majority of the respondents who consider themselves religious rather 
tended to choose the Participant (often combined with the element of responsi-
bility). After stating their preference for one or more images, most respondents 
engaged in constructing an image of their own making. The results of this part 
of the interview are reported in the next section.
d i s C u s s i o n
We start with an overview of the results of this study by answering the leading 
questions. 
What are people’s visions of nature? And how do these ideas relate to philosoph-
ical concepts? Next, we give a reflection on the methodological choices. Finally, 
we will go into the theoretical conclusions. 
Basic results of this study
What are people’s basic ideas concerning the different aspects of the visions of 
nature umbrella? People appeared to have a rather clear view of what ‘real’ 
nature is; the less it is cultivated, the more it is real nature. Spaciousness and 
tranquility are other important ingredients of ‘real nature’. Matters became more 
ambiguous when respondents are asked whether they consider human beings 
part of nature. We are a part of nature from a biological, ecological and evolu-
tionary perspective, but the place of humans in nature has changed drastically in 
the course of time. Respondents felt that we lost contact with nature, that we 
deny our place in nature and that we should have more respect for nature.
All respondents stated that nature is important. They regard nature as part of 
life and as indispensable. The salient and interconnected values of tranquility, 
health and recreation are also mentioned. What is remarkable is that an over-
whelming majority of the values mentioned by the respondents are instru-
mental. In quantitative studies, people often agree to statements that nature has 
intrinsic value. In this study, we noticed that people did not tend to come up 
with ecocentric values spontaneously. Moreover, this study shows that many 
respondents found the idea of intrinsic value of nature difficult to understand, 
although the majority of the respondents indicated initially that they are positive 
about the concept.
What do people regard as the appropriate relationship between humans and 
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nature? In line with previous quantitative research, people reject mastership over 
nature, mainly because of the lack of respect for nature and the human arro-
gance inherent in this image. They are convinced that humans do not stand 
above nature. Respondents are more positive about stewardship of nature. 
Although they reject the idea that people stand above nature, they subscribe to 
the idea that humans are responsible for nature and that we should preserve 
nature for future generations. Respondents tended to reject the more ecocentric 
image of partnership with nature because it implies that humans and nature are 
equal and that humans can somehow know what nature wants. Respondents 
think that even though partnership might be morally attractive, this way of 
relating to nature is not realistic or practicable. They are convinced that it is a 
fundamental characteristic of humans to constantly interfere with nature; 
humans will always take more and more from nature. This is reinforced by the 
fact that humans cannot know what nature wants, and therefore, cooperation 
with nature will always rely on a human interpretation of what is good for 
nature. Most respondents prefer the Participant as the most appropriate 
relationship with nature. The idea of being part of nature (or even a small part) 
is a viewpoint that many respondents subscribe to. It is clear, however, that 
respondents adhere to a version of the Participant that has strong biological (i.e. 
non-spiritual) overtones. Only a small minority of the respondents agreed with 
the characteristics of a Participant as described in environmental philosophy, 
with intrinsic value and spirituality as important foundations.
This leads to the conclusion that people respond strongly to certain elements of 
the images of relationship rather than to the images as a whole. Humans should 
not stand above nature as they are part of nature (an element of the Participant 
image) and yet they are responsible for nature (as in the Steward image). This 
issue will be further discussed in the next two subsections.
Methodological discussion
In the methods section, we already described how visions of nature can be 
measured on three different levels. For free associations concerning images of 
nature, we used the first method. Open questions, like “what is nature”, worked 
well for this topic. Respondents were able to puzzle freely and they did, 
although they experienced some difficulty when asked to formulate their own 
definition of nature. With regard to the value of nature and the images of 
relationship, we chose another methodological approach, in which we first 
explained the concept or philosophical idea to the respondent, and then asked 
the respondent for a reaction. 
Concerning intrinsic value, we concluded that at least half of the respondents 
found it difficult to understand this concept and to discuss it with the inter-
viewer. Did we choose the right method? We are convinced that the first 
method, to ask an open question, would not have worked here. The idea of 
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16 One can wonder whether our explanation was good enough; did we for 
example use the right words?
intrinsic value is apparently not well known among the respondents, and 
therefore, an open question cannot be expected to yield useful answers. The 
reactions of the respondents to our explanation16 of the concept of intrinsic 
value confirmed this expectation. Respondents indicate that they are not familiar 
with this idea and many respondents find it a difficult topic. Surveys on this 
topic, in which the third, more structured, method is used, seem to work well at 
first sight. Respondents indicate the extent to which they agree that, for 
instance, nature has a value for its own sake. The problem here is that we cannot 
know for sure that people really understand the meaning of the question. And 
when there is a possibility to discuss the item with the respondents, probably the 
same problem arises when respondents indicate that they do not fully under-
stand the question. Moreover, socially desirable answers are more likely to be 
given when one is only asked his/her opinion of such an item. It is hard to say 
what method is best when a topic seems to be difficult for respondents. The 
problem of (a lack of) understanding would apply to every method, and it seems 
best to give the respondent the opportunity to express their doubts and ques-
tions. And also, to give the interviewer the opportunity to either try to repair the 
situation, or to conclude that certain topics raise such doubts and questions, 
which is a result in itself.
With regard to the images of relationship, another methodological issue must be 
addressed. The semi-structured approach worked well insofar that the respon-
dents seemed to understand most of the images of relationship after the 
explanation (and the illustrations). We tried to elicit a general reaction at first, 
and then continued to ask more specific questions, like the role of technology in 
the Master, or the future generations in the Steward. 
After analyzing the reactions of the respondents to the images of relationship, it 
appears that people often reacted to only one element of the image (that 
dominated the other elements and the image as a whole). Mastership over 
nature was immediately rejected on the idea of humans standing above nature. 
Respondents did not pay much attention to the idea that technology could solve 
environmental problems. The same pattern can be seen for partnership with 
nature; people immediately react negatively to the idea that humans and nature 
are equal, and although they reacted positive on the aspect of cooperation with 
nature, they did not change or nuance the first and main impression. When 
respondents were positive about a specific image of relationship, as was the case 
for the Steward and the Participant, they also were mainly triggered by one 
element of that image. Although, they rejected the fact that humans stand 
above nature in the Steward, they were strongly -and positively- triggered by the 
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element of responsibility. The same goes for the Participant; people express a 
clear ‘yes’ about being part of nature, and later on, they choose the Participant 
as being their ideal relationship. Yet, the other characteristics of the Participant, 
like intrinsic value and spirituality, are almost ignored. It seems that their choice 
is determined almost entirely on that one element of humans being part of 
nature. 
Theoretical discussion
For a worldview to work, it should be both practically attainable (i.e. workable) 
and morally productive. This is clearly visible in the respondent’s responses to the 
images of the human/nature relationship. The Master is rejected purely on moral 
grounds. The Partner, on the other hand, may be morally attractive but is 
rejected on practical grounds;” it cannot work”, e.g. because we cannot know 
what nature wants. 
We will now return to the discussion on the images of relationship and to the 
question whether we can recognize ‘people’s own’ vision of nature? In other 
words, are the images of relationships of environmental philosophy reproduced 
by the respondents and is there a clear support for one of the images? Or can we 
construct, from the respondents’ own implicit philosophies, an alternative 
worldview?
Two images of relationship were endorsed by the respondents, but certainly not 
unequivocally. The Steward idea of standing above nature is rejected. And the 
Participant is interpreted much more biologically compared to how philosophers 
tend to use this idea. Therefore, it appears warranted to try to find out if respon-
dents might in fact respond from an alternative basis. In order to construct this 
possible ‘own image’ of the respondents, we may again turn to the elements out 
of the four images that respondents selected for strong endorsement. They are:
1 humans should not stand above nature
2 humans should respect nature
3 humans are responsible for nature
4 humans are part of nature
When people strongly feel that we should not stand above nature, and they 
reject the image of partnership with nature because of its impracticability, only 
one image of relationship remains; the Participant in nature. However, being part 
of nature and being responsible at the same time seems incompatible with the 
classification of images of relationship as developed by environmental philoso-
phers. In this classification, being responsible for nature means standing above 
nature. The theoretical question now is how we can be responsible for nature 
and at the same time be part of it. This is not an issue for the respondents. 
The following quotes are clear expressions of this argumentation: “We are not 
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17 The concept of ‘ecosystem’ lacks a notion of scale in empirical ecology. For 
normative theory, it may therefore better to refer to ‘ecotopes’; the ‘primary 
units’ of a landscape. Typical ecotopes are, for instance, brackish creeks, alpine 
meadows and history-oak forests (De Groot, 1992: 216).
outside of nature, but part of nature. We can take care of nature. We are nature, 
but we can also take care of nature” (W30). “I think that we are part of nature 
and we have to deal with that in a responsible way (...) You are  part of a bigger 
unity and besides have to take responsibility”(M1). “(..) just because you are a 
small part of this world it is just a task of your life; you just take care of that” 
(W7). “The participant would be ideal, and from that you have to treat it with 
responsibility” (W24). For some respondents the logic is even stronger; we are 
responsible because we are humans: “Humans are part of nature but we are 
responsible for one another because humans have got consciousness”(W21). 
It is a paradox, but not an opposition. Actually, respondents seem to reproduce 
the dual nature of human beings, a “classic theme” in philosophical discourse 
throughout the ages. The human being is seen as an “ethical animal”, a being 
that has both a physical (or biological) dimension as well as an intellectual (or 
moral) dimension. As a natural entity, we are part of nature. As a moral agent, 
we are responsible for nature. This idea, that human beings exist in two realms, 
in two worlds so to speak (a physical and a moral world) seems to be reproduced 
to some extent by our respondents. Rather than identifying the human condition 
with one of four positions, human beings tend to adhere to a dual view, a view 
with good credentials in philosophy. We could perhaps say that the everyday or 
folk philosophy of anonymous respondents reminds the established discourse of 
environmental philosophy of this ancient truth. 
To understand the reasoning of the respondents, and to solve the theoretical 
paradox, we may begin to distinguish different system levels. Take for instance 
the case of a father or mother and a child. The parent stands above the child in 
the sense that he or she is responsible for its safety and protection; the parent 
guides the child and gives it direction. But if we consider the situation on the 
level of the family, then the parent is part of the family and at the same time 
responsible for it. In order to transpose this phenomenon to the human/nature 
relationship, we may distinguish different levels of nature. There is nature as the 
earth and the cosmos, nature as ecosystems17, and there are natural beings; 
plants and animals. Humans are part of the earth and the cosmos, they respect its 
power (no hubris) but do not feel responsible (on a practical level) for this grand 
and powerful nature. Humans are also part of a bigger ecosystem, and hence, 
they are responsible for its protection and conservation. Nature as natural beings 
is found on a smaller system level. Here, responsibility means to give space to 
flourish and respect nature’s autonomy. Humans feel that natural beings are 
dependent on them, and therefore humans are responsible for their well-being.
Figure 1: Visualization of the relationship between humans and nature, with 
different ‘levels of nature’. The arrows indicate a relationship of responsibility. 
Overlapping circles indicate a relationship of ‘being part of’. Nature = nature as 
earth, cosmos; nature = nature as ecosystem; hb = human beings; nb = nature as 
natural beings.
This study indicates that empirical philosophy not only analyses the extent to 
which professional philosophical ideas are endorsed by broader ‘publics’. It can 
also contribute to environmental philosophy, for example, by showing that the 
distinction of the four images of relationship is too rigorous and that some of 
the elements entailed in these images can be built into a more comprehensive 
view. 
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a b s t r a C t
It is often suggested in the literature that childhood experiences with nature 
have formative influence on adult visions of nature. So far, this suggestion is 
hardly tested. This paper addresses the hypothesis that: “The more a child 
experiences nature during his/her childhood, the more ecocentric the adult 
visions of nature will be”. This hypothesis is approached both by qualitative and 
quantitative research among the general public in the Netherlands (mixed 
methodology design). Both studies reveal that the hypothesis cannot be 
confirmed. Whether people were raised in the city or the countryside, whether 
they had access to ‘wild’ and/or ‘domesticated’ nature and whether they had 
many or hardly any nature experiences, they all can evolve into (more) anthropo-
centric or (more) ecocentric thinkers. Ecocentric thinkers did not have more 
frequent or more intense nature experiences than the more anthropocentric 
counterparts. Also, age, gender, education, income and the role of parents do 
not appear to play a role.
Key words
Childhood, nature experiences, adulthood, images of relationship, mixed 
methodology, visions of nature
i n t r o d u C t i o n
Several social-scientific scholars suggest that childhood experiences in and with 
nature will determine the vision of nature one adheres to at a later age (Sebba, 
1991; Burgess, 1988; de Groot, 1999). Childhood experiences with nature seem to 
have an effect on how one perceives and values nature as an adult, and even 
seem to influence one’s worldview. Generally, the hypothesis is that the more a 
child experiences nature during his/her childhood, the more ecocentric the adult 
visions of nature will be. However, this assumption has hardly been tested 
empirically. Exceptions are Wells and Lekies (2006) and Ewert et al. (2005), 
focusing on the USA. Both seem to point at a (weak) relationship between 
childhood nature experiences on the one hand and adult environmental commit-
ment respectively eco-centrism on the other. Given the paucity of empirical work 
in this research field, the present study explores the relationship in a mixed 
design of qualitative and quantitative methods. 
We take a closer look at the following research questions. Do people who, as a 
child, interacted frequently with nature develop more eco-centric attitudes 
compared to those who did not? Do people growing up in a ‘green’ environment 
develop such attitudes more than those growing up in more urban areas? Or is it 
the character of the nature experience (e.g. intensity of experiences or contact 
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with wild rather than domesticated nature) that determines one’s visions of 
nature? And, in contrast, does a lack of such environments and experiences imply 
a more anthropocentric view on nature or even an indifference towards nature? 
These questions contain both quantitative and qualitative aspects, namely the 
frequency of childhood nature experiences and the type of nature experiences. 
Both are covered  by this paper. 
To triangulate findings both from qualitative and quantitative sources, we apply 
a ‘mixed methodology design’ (Creswell, 2003; Greene et al., 1989; Tarrow, 2001; 
Tashakkori & Teddlie, 2003). We use a large-N quantitative survey on the one 
hand and a small-N qualitative study on the other. The former concerns a 
secondary analysis1 of a part of the dataset of a broad survey conducted in the 
Netherlands in the year 2000 (SOCON, 2000), the latter is part of a broader 
qualitative study of Van den Born (forthcom.) on visions of nature among Dutch 
people. Both datasets include variables and responses on childhood nature 
experiences on the one hand and adult visions of nature on the other. 
The structure of this paper is as follows. First, we give an overview of the (rather 
fragmented and incomplete) literature on the relationship between childhood 
nature experiences and adult visions on nature. From this, we derive the main 
insights on this relationship gained in the literature so far and build our own 
qualitative and quantitative models. Secondly, we describe the background and 
nature of our mixed methodology design. Also, the quantitative and qualitative 
study characteristics are elaborated upon. Thirdly, we present our findings. This 
section is divided into three parts: (a) the findings from the quantitative study; 
(b) the findings from the qualitative study; and (c) the integration of these 
results. We finalize this paper by drawing some general conclusions.
l i t e r a t u r e  o v e r v i e w
Introduction
Scientific literature on childhood experiences with nature is scarce and research 
with the adult as research subject, which aims at looking back at the role of 
nature in his or her childhood, is even more scarce. And research which links 
1 The notion of ‘secondary analysis’ refers to the use of an existing dataset for new 
purposes (Verschuren and Doorewaard, 1998). In our case, we use part of the 
SOCON dataset to test our main hypothesis. Although we were a primary 
participant in SOCON, the part of the questionnaire which we designed at that 
time was not particularly addressing this specific hypothesis. Nonetheless, SOCON 
contains many variables which are very close to the issues at stake in this article. 
122
children’s experiences with the adults’ vision on nature is exceptional. Hence, 
there is no such thing as ‘the’ literature on this topic. Therefore, we go into 
different literatures, which are all at least partly related to our field of inquiry. 
First we start with studies on children’s visions on and experiences in nature, 
some of which refer to later development of children as well. Secondly, we deal 
with some studies on adults’ favourite places and landscape preferences, in 
which references to places of growing up and to childhood landscape exposure 
are made. Thirdly, literature on environmental commitment and significant life 
experiences is dealt with. Here we find some direct references to childhood 
experiences on the one hand and eco-centrism at a later age on the other. Finally, 
we deal with a few articles that cover the same topic as we do in this paper. After 
this literature overview, we finalize this section with our own key variables. 
Visions and experiences of children with respect to nature
An interesting study in this field is that of Patricia Nevers (Nevers et al., 2006). 
She focuses on values and attitudes towards nature that children hold and how 
these have changed in the course of their development. Her starting-point is that 
there is a growing body of philosophical theory in environmental ethics and 
aesthetics, but a lack of integration of these approaches into developmental 
psychology and moral education. She hopes to fill this gap with ‘a project 
involving a hermeneutic enquiry into children’s and adolescents’ attitudes and 
values with respect to plants, animals and landscapes and the arguments with 
which they justify their positions’ (Nevers et al., 1997). The attitudes and values 
expressed by children may be grouped in three types: (1) an anthropomorphic 
view, in which the sameness is emphasised of the human body and feelings and 
those of natural objects (“trees can be scared, too”), (2) an eudaemonistic view, 
in which nature is seen as companion and source of well-being, and (3) an 
instrumental view, in which nature is seen as good or bad depending on its 
usefulness. The prevalence of the three views shifts between the age categories: 
the anthropomorphic view is strongly present among the 6 to 8 years old, the 
eudaemonistic view among the 10 to 12 years old, and the instrumental view 
among the 14 to 16 years old.
As part of a broader research agenda, Kahn (1999), studies the environmental 
views and values of children in Houston empirically, including the children’s 
moral and ecological reasoning about environmental pollution. He also inter-
viewed the children’s parents about the place of nature in their lives and on the 
importance of environmental education for their children. The results show that 
environmental issues are of personally and morally importance in the lives of 
black (and poor) children and their families in the inner city. Animals, plants, and 
parks played an important part in the lives of the majority of the children and 
the parents. He found an environmental moral orientation among young as well 
as older children, although the moralistic attitude increased with the age. This 
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moral reasoning “largely focused on anthropocentric considerations (e.g., that 
nature ought to be protected in order to protect human welfare). With much 
less frequency children focused on biocentric considerations (e.g., that nature has 
intrinsic value or rights)” (Kahn, 1999: 112). The parents also drew on anthropo-
centric considerations most often, including personal interests, human welfare, 
and aesthetics. “Moreover, more than one quarter of parents’ conceptions of 
living in harmony with nature involved the biocentric orientations of being in 
balance with nature or respecting nature.” (Kahn, 1999: 126)
Kellert (2002: 118) distinguishes three kinds of experiences children have with 
nature. First, direct experiences, which involve actual physical contact with 
natural settings and non-human species. These experiences are restricted to 
‘creatures and environments occurring largely outside and independent of the 
human built environment’ and to unplanned and spontaneous play or activity of 
the child. A second type of experience is the indirect experience. This involves, 
according to Kellert, ‘actual physical contact but in far more restricted, 
programmed and managed contexts’. Nature in these situations is usually 
controlled by humans (e.g. zoos, aquariums, botanical gardens etc.). It also 
includes domesticated plans and animals. When the child encounters representa-
tions or depicted scenes of nature Kellert speaks of vicarious or symbolic experi-
ence. In modern society this can be television, film or computers, or more 
traditional print media. Kellert states that direct encounters with nature are 
important in childhood maturation, and indirect and vicarious experiences are 
inadequate as a developmental substitute.
Favourite places, landscape preferences and childhood influences
Newell (1997) asked university students2 from Senegal, Ireland and the United 
States to identify their favourite place. The study found far more similarity in 
place preference among the different cultures than differences between them. 
Overall, 61% identified some part of the natural environment as their favourite 
place. Yet the type of nature favoured differs over cultures ‘with more subjects 
from each country selecting environments with which they were familiar.’ 
(Newell, 1997:508) This conclusion supports the idea of childhood influences, 
since the place of growing up may be supposed to be the most familiar land-
scape type. 
Lyons (1983) gives an overview of studies that implicate a range of contextual 
elements which influences landscape preference. She cites Zube et al. (1974), 
2 Students of psychology and sociology of universities of comparable size and 
geographical location in semi rural locations, one in the United States, one in 
Ireland, and one in Senegal (N=233).
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who found that the factors that most consistently explained variation in prefer-
ence were childhood landscape exposure, occupation and place of residence. She 
also refers to Herzog et al. (1976), who also found familiarity with the landscape 
as moderately predictive of preference, but their study is conducted in an urban 
context only using scenes from the city. Lyons own research supports the hypoth-
esis ‘that a person’s landscape preference is strongly influenced by his or her 
residential experience in different biomes’3 (p.503). 
Environmental commitment and significant life experiences
In 1980, Thomas Tanner published the article ‘Significant Life Experiences’, 
claiming that this was a new research area in environmental education. The 
empirical basis of that research was a letter sent to active citizen conservationists4, 
in which they were asked for “an autobiographical statement in which the person 
tries to identify the formative influences which led her or him to choose conserva-
tion work”. Tanner analyzes 45 usable responses (37 males, 8 females). After 
examining these, Tanner derived nine categories of former influences, which are 
(with the number of subjects responding in each category in brackets): Outdoor 
activities (35); Habitat (26); Parents (21); Teachers (14); Books (13); Adults other 
than parents or teachers (12); Habitat alteration (11); Solitude (3)5. Tanner also 
found two different developmental processes in his data. Most respondents had a 
“continual growth from childhood interests to adult conservation activities”, 
seven other respondents described a childhood interest in nature, followed by a 
latent period (in which the respondents were working in a non-nature field of 
work), after which a period of dedication to nature conservation followed. In 
Tanner’s study, outdoor childhood experiences and experiences in relative pristine 
habitats emerge as a dominant influence in the respondents’ lives. Nearly all 
respondents cite this type of influence, and most of them quite prominently. 
3 Lyons findings further suggest that the development of landscape preference is 
a cumulative process that reflects action, throughout the life cycle, of socially 
differentiating attributes such as age, gender, place of residence, and 
environmental experience (p.505).
4 Professional staff and/or chapter officers of selected citizen groups -National 
Wildlife Federation, The Nature Conservancy, National Audubon Society, and 
the Sierra Club.
5 Only four factors were defined beforehand; Outdoors (“interaction with 
natural, rural, or other relatively pristine habitats”); Habitat (“Frequent, 
perhaps daily, contact with natural, rural, or pristine habitats, either year-
round or during summer vacation. The responses tallied here are a subset of 
those tallied in the Outdoors category”); Solitude(“Frequent contact with 
relatively pristine habitats, either alone or with just one or two friends. A subset 
of habitat”); Habitat alteration (“Witnessing the commercial development of 
one’s habitat. A subset of habitat”).
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Chawla (1998) gives an overview of the growing body of research relating to the 
study of ‘significant life experiences’, including her own. These studies produced 
markedly similar results (Peterson, 1982; Grant, 1986; Gunderson, 1989; James, 
1993; Palmer, 1993, all in Chawla, 1998). She herself explored the backgrounds of 
those who are active on environmental issues beyond wildlife and conservation. 
Regardless of people’s field of work, the same reasons were given for environ-
mental commitment: the experience of natural areas; family role models; 
outdoor organizations6; negative experiences like pollution, radiation, or 
witnessing habitat destruction; education; friends; and the influence of their job 
(Chawla, 1998. p. 377).
However, the studies of Tanner and Chawla should be put into perspective, as 
these relate to a specific group, namely people who are professionally involved 
in nature conservation and environmental protection. The question then is: are 
the experiences of other members of the public comparable to these results? In 
other words: is it possible to explain people’s less involvement in nature protec-
tion or even their indifference towards nature by childhood experiences too? In 
this case, by a lack of interaction with nature?
Children’s nature experiences and adults’ visions
Recently, Wells and Lekies (2006) examined connections between childhood 
involvement with the natural environment and adult environmentalism. Approx-
imately, 2000 adults living in urban areas throughout the United States were 
interviewed by telephone. Wells constructed a model in which childhood 
participation with nature predicts adult environmental attitudes and behaviour. 
A structural equation modelling was used to test this model. Consistent with the 
hypothesis, childhood participation in nature - both ‘wild’ and ‘domesticated’ - 
had significant effects on adult environmental attitudes. Childhood experiences 
in nature with other people had a marginally significant negative effect on adult 
environmental attitudes. The effects of environmental education on adult 
environmental attitudes were non-significant. As Wells & Lekies states: “the 
results of this study indicate that participation with ‘wild nature’ in childhood, 
such as walking, playing or hiking in natural areas; camping; or hunting or 
fishing has a significant, positive association with both adult environmental 
attitudes and behaviours. People who engaged in these kind of activities before 
the age of 11 were more likely as adults to express pro-environmental attitudes 
and to indicate that they engaged in pro-environmental behaviours.”
Ewert et al. (2005) investigated the effects of childhood experiences on environ-
mental beliefs. Data from a survey of 533 university students from 20 areas of 
6 Outdoor organizations like the Scouts.
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academic study from a large Midwestern university in the USA were analyzed, 
using sequential regression to determine the degree to which current environ-
mental beliefs could be explained by early childhood experiences. Variables 
representing childhood experiences were: participation in outdoor experiences 
(including nature experiences); formal education; the media; witnessing negative 
environmental events; and involvement with organizations that provide outdoor 
experiences. Environmental beliefs were measured by means of a modified NEP 
scale7, in terms of an anthropocentric versus an ecocentric view of the environ-
ment. Results showed that outdoor activities, media exposure, and witnessing 
negative environmental events explained 14% of the variance in the environ-
mental beliefs. The stronger these variables, the more ecocentric the environ-
mental belief. As in the study of Wells, the effect of education turns out to be 
non-significant.
Conclusion and discussion of the literature overview.
We now summarize the above literature in order to compare and (partly) select 
the building-blocks for our own research. Although Nevers and Kahn mainly 
focus on the views and attitudes of children towards nature, they nonetheless 
identify the importance of nature experiences - besides the role of parents and 
environmental education - for the future development of children. Kellert goes 
one analytical step further by offering a typology of children’s experiences with 
nature (direct, indirect and symbolic). Newell and Lyons both emphasize the 
importance of the site of growing up to understand the favourite places and 
landscape preferences of adults. And both Tanner and Chawla make clear that 
interaction with nature during childhood is an important explanatory factor for 
environmental commitment at a later age. Wells and Lekies and Ewert et al., 
finally, point at the influence of childhood nature exposure (besides media 
exposure and experiencing environmental deterioration) on environmental 
attitudes, behaviour and beliefs at a later stage.
Several conclusions may be drawn from the literature overview. The first is the 
paucity of research that actually investigates, rather than assumes, the relation-
ship between childhood experiences and adult views or behaviours. The results 
of the few studies that do so are as yet unconvincing, because either concern a 
quite special and small subset of the general public (Tanner and Chawla), or offer 
only indirect evidence (Newell and Lyons), or end with only weak explanations of 
variance (14% in Ewert et al. and 13 % in Wells and Lekies). Moreover, with 
respect to Ewert et al., the use of the NEP scale as dependent variable is ques-
tionable since it is hardly able to measure ecocentric beliefs (Van den Berg, 1999). 
7 NEP Scale: New Environmental Paradigm originally developed by Dunlap 
and Van Liere (1978)
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Within the study of Wells and Lekies, the three independent variables had almost 
no variance, which undermines the validity of their result8. Additionally, the 
results of Nevers et al. suggest that views on nature are reconceptualized during 
the child’s development between 6 and 16 years of age, casting doubt on the 
assumption of continuity between childhood and adult life.
Below, we will build on this literature as follows. Just as the above authors, we 
assume a causal relationship between children’s experiences on the one hand 
and their view on nature (or the environment or landscapes) at a later age. And 
just as these authors, we assume that a number of additional factors might 
account for a specific view on nature at a later age: role of parents, education, 
place of growing up, etc. We however depart from these authors by our own 
selection of variables, which builds upon previous research (De Groot & Van den 
Born, 2003, Van den Born, 2006). 
In terms of independent variables, or potential causal factors, the following ones 
will be addressed: childhood nature experiences, both ‘wild’ and ‘domesticated’ 
(or ‘direct’ and ‘indirect’ in Kellert’s terms), access to nature as a child, place of 
growing up, the role of parents during childhood and general background 
variables (age, gender, education, income). To some extent, this choice of 
variables was already fixed, as part of our research builds upon previous one and, 
moreover, consists of a secondary analysis (see footnote 1 in the above and the 
section on the quantitative study below). The other part of our choice was 
nonetheless inspired by the above literature. 
As dependent variable, we use the concept of ‘image of relationship’, taken over 
from environmental philosophy. ‘Images of relationship’ are defined as images 
that people hold of the appropriate relationship between humans and nature 
(Van den Born et al., 2001). In the qualitative research, these images could be 
discussed directly with the respondents. For the quantitative study, the images of 
relationship were broke down into 14 items (the HaN scale, see appendix A) and 
re-clustered in a factor analysis. 
Four basic images are distinguished:
•  The Master over nature stands above nature and may do with it as he pleases, 
not bothered by moral restraints or knowledge about nature’s fragility. Economic 
growth and technology are expected to provide answers to possible problems. 
8 The three independent variables were the answers to the three items: “You 
consider trees to be important to your quality of life” (scored 3.8 on a scale for 
0-4); “Natural areas that are untouched by humans should exist” (3.74) and 
“Humans have a responsibility to protect nature and the environment” (3.90).
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•  The Steward of nature also stands above nature but manages nature under the 
authority of someone or something else. The Steward is not the owner but owes 
responsibility to his superior, for instance God or future generations. 
•  The Partner of nature stands side by side with nature. Humans and nature are 
considered to be of equal value. Humans and nature should work together on the 
basis of equality, with the aim that this interaction will benefit both. 
•  The Participant in nature is part of nature, not just biologically, but also in 
spirit. Although humans are a (small) part of nature, they are an active partici-
pant. For the Participant, the bond between self and nature is very important; for 
some it consists of a spiritual bond; it co-constitutes the self.
From top to bottom - this is from Master to Participant - the extent of eco-
centrism implied in the image of relationship increases and, in parallel, anthropo-
centrism decreases. Humans are removed from the centre of universe and are 
ever more replaced by nature itself. Given these terms, we can reframe our 
hypothesis as follows: the more people have experienced nature during their 
childhood, the more it is likely that they will prefer the images of  ‘partners’ or  
‘participants’ as ideal relationship with nature at a later age. Below, we will 
further explain how these images of relationship were actually measured in the 
quantitative and qualitative studies. 
m e t h o d o l o g y 
Mixed methodology design
Recently, mixed methodology designs have become rather fashionable. Whereas 
qualitative and quantitative methods were considered rather incompatible in 
earlier days, because these were said to relate to different philosophies of science, 
a neo-pragmatic paradigm on scientific inquiry has emerged the last decades 
(Creswell, 2003; Tashakkori & Teddlie, 2003). In this approach, the right way of 
doing research is not so much emphasized - either objectivist and quantitative or 
interpretative and qualitative -  but the methodology which performs best to solve 
a certain research problem is so. In other words, ‘doing the right thing’ is replaced 
by ‘what works best’. With this position, however, we do not mean that combining 
qualitative and quantitative methods is unproblematic. On the contrary. But these 
problems do in our view not relate to questions of ontology and epistemology, 
but more to practical questions of integrating different types of datasets.
Different approaches exist within the realm of mixed methodology designs. 
Greene et al. (1989) distinguish between:
•  Triangulation, or seeking convergence of results
•  Complementarity, or examining overlapping and different facets of the 
 phenomenon
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•  Initiation, or discovering paradoxes, contradictions, fresh perspectives
•  Development, or using the methods sequentially, such that results from 
 the first method inform the use of the second method
•  Expansion, or mixed methods adding breadth and scope to a project.
The present study is an example of triangulation. We use two approaches to 
address the same basic hypothesis, so that these may enrich each other. 
Qualitative study
For the qualitative study, the sample consisted of 31 respondents who were 
recruited through personal contacts9 (cf. Gustafson, 2001). All respondents were 
born and are still living in the Netherlands. They had to meet three criteria: 
between 40 and 55 years old10, not moved during the first 15 years of their lives11 
and not being professionally involved in nature conservation or the environ-
mental sector12. The objective of the qualitative study was to obtain in-depth 
knowledge from different people. Therefore, a non-representative, stratified 
sample was used (Trost, 1986). An equal distribution was aimed at in terms of: 
gender, level of education, and growing up in an urban or rural area.
Each interview started with a section about childhood experiences. It chronologi-
cally focused on the place of growing up, places to play, access to nature, the 
family composition and activities, vacations, role of parents, school time, teachers 
and nature education. The section ended with a concluding question about the 
memory of and attitude towards nature in the respondent’s childhood. After 
asking for a short description of the period between their 15th year and the 
present time, with a focus on important activities or persons with regard to the 
role of nature, a series of questions were asked about images of nature, land-
scape preferences and interest and importance of nature (not subject of this 
paper). The last section of the interview was about the ‘images of relationship’ 
(our dependent variable in this paper). After discussing the four basic images 
9 Although the respondents were not known personally by the interviewer.
10 The main reason for this age criterion is that all respondents are born after 
the Second World War, to prevent the possibility that childhood memories are 
overshadowed by war experiences. We did not choose for respondents older than 
55 because of  possible problems with memory. The minimum age of 40 was 
chosen with the intention that respondents are in more or less comparable life 
stages. 
11 The interview closely examines the place of growing up; to interview people 
who moved once or more times during their childhood would take too much 
time in the interviews and results would be difficult to analyse later. Besides, if 
people moved to a different urbanised area, analyses are hard to make.
12 Respondents have to be non-experts.
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(see previous section), the respondents were asked to choose the image of 
relationship that corresponds the most with their own preference, or in study 
they could not categorize themselves in accordance with one of these four, they 
were asked to combine or construct their own favourite image. 
Quantitative study
For the quantitative part of this study, data was obtained from a survey 
conducted in the Netherlands in the year 2000, called SOCON 2000 (Social and 
Cultural Developments in the Netherlands; N=1008) (Eisinga, 2002). This is a 
nation-wide cross-sectional survey and a replication and extension of four 
previous surveys. Besides the theme ‘humans and nature’, from which we drew 
our data, themes in SOCON 2000 were, among others: value systems, religion, 
ethnocentrism, conservatism and politics. It consisted of a core questionnaire, 
together with an additional, self-administered mail-questionnaire that had to be 
completed and returned in the week following the (oral) core interview. The 
questions on the theme ‘humans and nature’ were included in this mail question-
naire. A multi-stage stratified random sampling method was followed in 
selecting respondents (Netherlands l zones l municipalities l households). 
A total of 70 trained interviewers were involved. At 2896 addresses, interviewers 
tried to make contact with respondents. This finally resulted in 1008 completed 
interviews, thereby providing a net response rate of 45%. Concerning the self-
administered part of the survey, 91,4% of the respondents returned the mail 
questionnaire, resulting in a total of 913.
More important than the response rate is the issue whether or not respondents 
differ from the general Dutch population in ways that might cause this survey to 
be biased. The age distribution of the sample turned out to deviate from the 
population’s age distribution and men were slightly underrepresented. These 
biases will be compensated for in the statistical analysis below, by inserting both 
age and gender as independent variables in the regression model. The tests13 
showed no significant deviations between the research group and the group of 
respondents that returned the mail questionnaire with respect to sex and age. 
As indicated, SOCON 2000 includes many themes and, hence, variables. We 
however selected only those which are relevant to our research objective (see 
appendix A) on the basis of which we build our own regression models (see next 
section). With that, we actually deployed a secondary analysis of the SOCON 
data. Such an approach exhibits both advantages and disadvantages (Verschuren 
& Doorewaard, 1998). On the one hand, SOCON is impressive in size (N=1008) 
and relatively cheap (dataset is already available). On the other, the variables 
13 x2 goodness-of-fit tests.
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and data will probably not match our ‘research needs’ for the full 100%. We 
identified the following variables below, starting with our dependent one.
i m a g e s  o f  r e l a t i o n s h i p
Images of relationship are constructed through a factor analysis method14. In this 
approach, a theoretically assumed category (such as ‘Stewardship’) is expressed in 
a number of items (propositions). The four basic images - Master, Steward, 
Partner and Participant - were used to formulate these. All items of the different 
categories were however mixed in the questionnaire. The factor analysis then 
selected the items to which the responses (on a 5-point scale with 1 for ‘strongly 
disagree’ and 5 for ‘strongly agree’) tend to be the same. The resulting ‘factors’ 
may appear to be the same or, on the contrary, different from the theoretical 
‘mother categories’. 
a c c e s s i b i l i t y
To measure the accessibility of small and large green areas in their childhood, 
respondents were asked whether it was easy or difficult for them to reach, as a 
child, ‘domesticated’ or ‘wild’ nature on their own. In case of domesticated 
nature, a park, a grass field or a children’s farm was referred to in the question-
naire, and in case of wild nature, a forest, the beach or an open field was 
mentioned. On both questions respondents could choose between the categories 
easy; a bit difficult; difficult or very difficult. 
u r b a n i z a t i o n
Concerning level of urbanization, respondents were asked in which municipality 
they were raised. Subsequently, the population density of that particular council 
was looked up in the annual publications of the Dutch Central Bureau of 
Statistics. Because it is about the place of growing up, i.e the first fifteen years of 
their lives, those urbanization data were chosen which stem from the year when 
the respondents were eight years old. In a last step, density numbers were 
structured in seven categories of increasing urbanization grades. 
 
e x p e r i e n c e s  w i t h  n a t u r e
The frequency of childhood experiences with nature were mapped by asking 
respondents how often they had nature experiences in three different periods of 
their youth; 5 till 12; 13 till 17; and 18 till 25 years old.  Because this paper is 
about childhood only, the first category (5-12 year) is relevant here. The actual 
question asked was: “Children and youngsters may do all kind of things in and 
with nature (such as walking, biking, swimming, playing, building a hut, making 
a fire, searching for interesting insects, watching birds, catching tadpoles, and so 
14 Principal factor analysis, varimax rotation.
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on). We would like to know if you often did this kind of things when you were 
young. This may have been in any place: garden, forest, fields, beach etc.” The 
respondents could indicate how often they did these things; daily, weekly, 
sometimes or never.
b a c k g r o u n d  v a r i a b l e s
The SOCON 2000 dataset also includes the common background variables: age, 
gender, education, income. These were used as control variables.
f i n d i n g s
Qualitative study
This section describes the basic results of the interviews with adults looking back 
at the role of nature in their childhood. The major themes of the interviews 
were, as said in the methodological section, place of growing up, accessibility to 
natural areas, parents, school time (focussing on nature education and the role 
of teachers), and finally, the images of relationship. This section ends by drawing 
some conclusions.
p l a c e  o f  g r o w i n g  u p ,  a c c e s s i b i l i t y  a n d  n a t u r e  e x p e r i e n c e s
Approximately half of the respondents grew up in a rural area, and the other 
half in a more urbanized area. We expected that the place of growing would be 
decisive for the accessibility to green areas and hence, the frequency and type of 
nature experiences. Is this expectation confirmed by our data?
Almost all respondents who grew up in a small village or in the countryside 
report easy access as a child to domesticated nature like grass fields and 
meadows, but also to wild nature like a forest or a river floodplain. “We had so 
much space with all those meadows surrounding us. Of course, it was much nicer 
to play there [instead of in the garden] with all the ditches” (W15). “Great pieces 
of land with trees, and there we played Indians or cowboys and we had bicycle 
competitions”(W21). They had many nature experiences in childhood; frequently 
mentioned activities are fishing, catching frogs and building huts.
Growing up in the city leads to divergent situations considering the accessibility 
of nature and the frequency and type of nature experiences. Most respondents 
who grew up in the city  report many nature experiences, but they had restricted 
access to green areas, which also turns out to be limited to domesticated nature. 
Nature experiences therefore, mainly took place in (kitchen) gardens, orchards, 
grass fields, small city parks or simply on the street. One respondent for instance, 
had a small front yard with only sand, and a very small back yard with a concrete 
wall and no entrance round the back. He played in the backyard or played ball 
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on the street. “On the corner of the street, there used to be an auction hall. It 
was a long street with a long wall, and in front of it were some factories. There 
were no other houses, so we could freely play soccer there, and we could do 
what we wanted.”(M20). A smaller group of respondents from the city had less 
to almost no nature experiences and the experiences they had were also all in 
and with domesticated nature, not one of them mentioned experiences in and 
with wild nature. Table 1 gives a schematic overview of the pattern.
t a b l e  1 
Distribution of childhood experiences in/with nature over the dimensions of type 
of experience (wild / domesticated) and place of growing up (rural / urban ). All 
respondents who had childhood experiences with wild nature, also had experi-
ences with domesticated nature.
An often, more selective, way to describe nature experiences is to look especially 
for intense (“peak”) experiences. Although this was not explicitly asked in the 
interviews, we assume that strongly articulated descriptions (rich in detail and 
emphasis) by respondents indicate such intensity.
Almost one third of the interviews contained strongly articulated experiences. 
These experiences were partly more socially oriented (e.g. children playing with 
each other in the forest) or more nature-oriented (e.g. children discovering or 
gathering). Activities involved are tracking in the forest, stealing turnips, 
building huts, building dams in a ditch, etcetera. Other examples are “catching 
fish, catching frogs, building bridges over a ditch” (V5), “In the autumn, we 
made forts on the ground of leafs that fell of the trees” (V8). 
Almost all respondents who described these intense nature experiences grew up 
in a rural area, had many nature experiences and all took place in and with wild 
nature. In other words, they all (except one respondent) belong to the group of 
14 in Table 1. Another characteristic of the respondents in this intense nature 
experience group is their independence. All had the possibility to play a long time 
Experiences in/with 
wild nature
Experiences in/with 
domesticated nature
rural
Many nature 
experiences 
14 
 
2
rural
Few nature 
experiences 
0 
 
2
urban
Many nature 
experiences 
2 
 
6
urban
Few nature 
experiences 
0 
 
5
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in (wild) nature on their own, possibly with friends, but without the presence of 
their parents. “We disappeared in the forest and came back around 
dinnertime”(M14). Another female respondent tells about one time she went 
through the fields to the forest with her friend in winter. “It was a cold winter, 
frost had been long and deep. We had been warned about the ponds in the 
forest. But we were exploring and discovering. So, we went there, and the ponds 
were fully iced over. The ice made cracking sounds, really strong! I did not dare 
to step on the ice, but my friend did. And we came home much too late. My 
mother was already asking around at the neighbours where I was. We felt guilty 
of having done the forbidden thing.... But this cracking noise, and the feeling it 
gave under your feet, I can still feel it” (V21). Table 2 shows the remarkable 
distribution of such intense nature experiences over the dimensions of wildness 
of nature and adult supervisions.
t a b l e  2 
Distribution of the strongly-articulated (hence assumed to be intense) experi-
ences in/with nature over the dimensions of type of experience and degree of 
supervision. One respondent with well-articulated experiences in wild nature is 
not included in the table because he was not very outspoken about the degree 
of supervision. All respondents who had childhood experiences with wild nature, 
also had experiences with domesticated nature.
A lot of respondents, both from the city or the countryside, experienced space 
and freedom. They explicitly and spontaneously mention this. However, during 
their childhood, they saw a lot of this space and green areas disappear. They 
witnessed the development of large building projects in and around their playing 
areas. These changes made a deep negative impression and still, when talking 
about it, people were angry or emotional about it. When they return to the place 
of their childhood, most green and open places are built-on now. “When we 
arrived in D., the village was made up of a few streets surrounded by forest. After 
a while, half the trees were cut down, and instead came new houses. (..) At first, 
you just walked from the backyard into the forest. You could walk as far as you 
wanted as a child, and you wouldn’t come across houses. But suddenly, that came 
Strongly-articulated experiences 
in/with wild nature
Strongly-articulated experiences 
in/with domesticated nature
unsupervised
9 
 
0
supervised
0 
 
0
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to an end. As young as you are, you regret that all trees around you are being cut 
down” (M14). Another respondent tells: “When we went to our clubhouse, we had 
to walk along a very narrow path, and there were always geese. But suddenly, a 
residential area was build, and our area was developed into a neat meadow and a 
bikeway, and the animals disappeared.”(M18). The only positive part about this was 
the temporary presence of fallow grounds. “Behind the church, where a home for 
the elderly was planned, the place lay fallow for years. For us, it was a large place 
to play; we changed it into trenches, we waged wars and played Indians”(M28).
p a r e n t s
To characterize the role of parents, we made a difference between ‘attention for 
nature’, which means that parents point their children to (aspects of) nature or tell 
something about it; and ‘active in nature’ which means that parents took their 
children out for an activity in nature on a frequent basis (e.g. walking, biking, 
fishing). When asked, only 3 respondents said that their parents had both ‘atten-
tion for nature’ and were ‘active in nature’. Most parents did neither have 
attention for nature nor were active in nature. Many respondents explain this by 
telling that their parents had their own business or their own store and worked 
very hard, also in the weekends. Other parents did show attention for nature, but 
weren’t active in nature or vice versa. This outcome is independent of living in an 
urban or in a rural area.
Another way to analyse the role of parents is to look at what respondents tell 
about it spontaneously during the interview. Of course, many parents took their 
children for a walk in the weekends. Also on vacations many families were active 
in nature;  respondents mention walking, biking, camping, rowing, picnicking 
etcetera. However, in the end, most (approximately two-third) of the respondents 
say that their parents did not have a lot of influence on the way the respondents 
perceived nature during childhood.
n a t u r e  e d u c a t i o n ,  s c o u t i n g  a n d  f a r m s
The amount of nature education on schools was absolutely minimal; there was no 
time and attention for nature, let alone lessons outside, in nature. The few teachers 
that are remembered by the respondents for their interest in and enthusiasm for 
nature are exceptions, but all made quite an impression on the respondents.
A greater role was granted to scouting. However, these respondents, mostly men, 
experienced scouting not so much as a form of nature education, but as a place 
where being and playing outside was the most important thing. “If only you were 
outside. You were not pointed at things beautiful or special, such as; look, a 
beautiful butterfly. Being outside in free nature, that was the thing”(M16). Often, 
the role of scouting was spontaneously mentioned during the interviews; the same 
goes for the role of farms. Most respondents lived nearby one or more farms, or 
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they had a classmate or family living on a farm. People remembered that as a 
child, they enjoyed being there, because of the animals and because there was 
always action. Farms were ‘interesting’ and ‘exciting’. 
i m a g e s  o f  r e l a t i o n s h i p
In order to discuss the human relationship with nature with the respondents, we 
took the four basic ‘images of relationship’ - Master, Steward, Partner, Participant- 
as point of departure. Besides a response to each image, we asked the respondents 
what they considered to be the most appropriate relationship between humans 
and nature15. As it turned out, respondents only seldom picked one favourite 
image. They mixed their preference statements with elements that amounted to 
constructing an image of their own. Table 3 shows the 8 images that we developed 
to capture the ideas of the respondents, and the number of respondents adhering 
to these images. The images are arranged in order of ecocentricity. 
Ideal image of 
relationship
Master
Steward
Partner
Partner / 
biological 
participant
Biological 
participant with 
responsibility
Biological 
participant
Participant with 
responsibility
Participant
Number of 
respondents
0
6
1
3
13
6
2
0
Nature 
experiences
-
5 x many
1 x few
1 x many
2 x many
1 x few
10 x many
3 x few
4 x many
2 x few
2 x many
-
Intense 
nature 
experiences
 
3
 
3
2
1
Accessibility
 
- 
4 x high
1 x medium
1 x low
1 x high
1 x high 
1 x medium
8 x high
5 x medium
4 x high 
2 x medium
1 x high
1 x medium
-
Urban/ 
rural
-
5 x rural
1 x urban
1 x rural
2 x urban 
1 x rural
8 x urban 
5 x rural
5 x rural 
1 x urban
1 x urban
1 x rural
-
Parents
 
- 
0 x At/Ac
2 x At/NAc
3 x NAt/Ac
1 x Nat/NAc
1 x NAt/NAc
0 x At/Ac 
1 x At/NAc
1 x NAt/Ac 
1 x Nat/NAc
1 x At/Ac 
4 x At/NAc 
3 x NAt/Ac 
5 x NAt/NAc
1 x At/Ac 
1 x At/NAc 
0 x NAt/Ac 
4 x NAt/NAc
1 x NAt/Ac
1 x At/Ac
-
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t a b l e  3 
Distribution of images developed to capture the ideas of respondents related to 
frequency nature experiences in childhood, intense nature experiences, accessi-
bility of nature in childhood, place of growing up (urban/rural) and the role of 
parents. Concerning role of parents in nature: At/Ac= Attention & Active; 
At/NAc= Attention & Not Active; NAt/Ac= No Attention & Active; 
Nat/NAc = No Attention & Not Active. Concerning Accessibility (without parents): 
High = easy access to small, domesticated nature and large, wild nature; 
Medium = only access to small domesticated nature; Low = almost no access to 
nature.
In line with previous research, all interviewees reject the Master. They reject the 
lack of respect for nature and the human arrogance in this image. They are 
convinced that humans should not stand above nature. Respondents are more 
positive about the Steward. Although they reject the idea that people stand 
above nature, they subscribe the idea that humans are responsible for nature 
and that humanity should preserve nature for future generations. The partner 
was rejected on empirical grounds; it is not realistic and practicable. They reason 
that nature can not speak for itself, so we can not know what nature wants. 
Humans will always dominate nature and therefore, equality and cooperation 
between humans and nature is not considered attainable. Most respondents 
prefer the Participant as the appropriate relationship with nature. The idea of 
being part of nature - or even a small and tiny part - is a viewpoint that many 
respondents subscribe. However, important characteristics of a Participant as 
described in environmental philosophy -intrinsic value and spirituality - are only 
subscribed by two respondents. Most respondents seem to refer to being part of 
nature in a biological sense only. Therefore, we made a distinction between the 
biological participant and the (‘real’) participant in Table 3. Most respondents 
preferred the biological respondent with responsibility. We may conclude that 
people’s ideal image of relationship consists of two main aspects; being (a 
biological) part of nature and being responsible for nature.
C o n c l u s i o n  a n d  d i s c u s s i o n  o f  t h e  q u a l i t a t i v e  a p p r o a c h
The place of growing up (especially the level of urbanization of that place) 
appears to be an important factor considering accessibility of nature and type of 
nature experience, and less important considering the frequency of nature 
experiences. Concerning accessibility, growing up in a village or in the country-
15 We also offered respondents room to come up with their own ideas and create 
their own image of relationship.
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side leads to more possibilities to play16 in domesticated as well as in wild nature 
areas. Growing up in the city on the other hand, leads to restricted access to 
domesticated green areas and almost no access to wild nature17. However, a 
majority of both respondent groups reports to have had many nature experi-
ences in nature, the ones that report less or even no experiences in nature are 
mostly from the city.
Concerning the type of nature experiences, we found a clear pattern. Experi-
ences of children who grew up in the city are mainly restricted to domesticated 
nature, while children from rural areas have experiences in both domesticated 
and wild nature. According to Kellert (2002) more direct experiences are 
obtained in wild nature areas (forest, ditches and rivers), while playing in more 
domesticated areas leads to more indirect nature experiences. This seems to be 
confirmed by the fact that respondents who had many experiences with wild 
nature have more articulated or intense experiences in and with nature than 
those who only had experiences with domesticated nature.
Independent of an urban or rural background, we can conclude from these 
interviews that the role of parents and teachers is small. Very few respondents 
report parents who are both attentive and active in nature. Neither is there 
much attention for nature at school or from individual teachers. Many respon-
dents spontaneously mention habitat alteration or habitat destruction, which 
was a very negative experience for all of them. This variable is also mentioned in 
the research of Tanner and Chawla. It is striking how much respondents recall 
childhood experiences on farms. Most respondents had relatives or friends who 
were farmers or lived on a farm. Within a few generations this has drastically 
changed in the Netherlands, and we suppose that many children growing up 
today do not visit a farm frequently.
Concerning the appropriate relationship between humans and nature, we 
already concluded that most respondents prefer a combination of being part of 
nature and being responsible for nature. More interesting in this context 
however is, whether one can detect any patterns between the images of 
relationship and the other variables. Two aspects make it difficult to answer this 
question properly. One, the qualitative nature of the study should one make 
careful in simply quantifying the results, although it is valid to detect overall 
patterns in qualitative data for the aim of theoretical generalization (Yin, 1991). 
And second, a great majority of the respondents had many nature experiences in 
16 We mean the possibility to play alone or with other children, but without the 
presence or supervision of parents.
17 Except those who grew up on the border of the city.
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C h a p t e r   6
their childhood and they overwhelmingly choose a (modest) ecocentric image as 
their ideal image of relationship. This lack of variation is an obstacle to find 
overall meaningful patterns. 
As shown in the Table 3 and appendix B, a clear pattern is missing. Most respon-
dents, both urban and rural, choose the (biological) Participant with responsi-
bility as the ideal image of relationship. The Steward and the Participant are 
preferred by smaller but equally big groups of respondents. Only three conclu-
sions seems to be justified: 1) most Stewards have a rural background; 2) those 
three respondents with active and attentive parents all prefer a modest ecocen-
tric image of relationship and 3) background variables as gender and education 
don’t seem to have much influence on the images of relationship, except for the 
Participants, who are higher educated than average. The most important 
conclusion here is that whether they grew up in a city or a in small village, 
whether they had many or less nature experiences and whether they played in 
wild or in only domesticated nature, it does not seem to influence the image of 
relationship the respondents prefer as an adult.
Quantitative study
This section on the findings of the analysis of the quantitative survey (N = 1008) is 
split into four. First, we present the main characteristics of our variables. Secondly, 
a first step is taken in our analysis by cross-tabling the main two variables of our 
hypothesis (childhood experiences in nature and adult images of relationship). 
Thirdly, we construct the regression model in which control variables are added. 
Finally, the regression results will be presented and discussed.
va r i a b l e  C h a r a c t e r i s t i c s 
We already introduced the key variables from the SOCON dataset which are 
closest to the theoretical factors which are distinguished in the literature in order 
to relate childhood nature experiences to adult visions on nature. These are: 
image of relationship (as an adult; adherence to Master, Steward, Partner or 
Participant), experiences with nature (as a child, frequency) accessibility (access 
to wild nature and/or access to domesticated nature as a child), urbanization 
(place of growing up, urban or rural) and background variables (gender, age, 
education, income). The operationalization of these variables is shown in 
Appendix A of this paper. The background variables gender, age, education and 
income are dealt with as dummy variables. As reference categories we use 
women, eldest age category (55-70), lowest education group (lo) and lowest 
income group (<1200 Euro) respectively.18 
18 The choice of certain reference categories is arbitrary (and builds upon the 
SOCON questionnaire structure and variables over here).
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In terms of variation of the variables, accessibility and experiences with nature 
exhibit interesting results, but these might be problematic from a methodolog-
ical point of view. Most respondents stated that they had easy access to domesti-
cated nature (87%) and wild nature (73%) during childhood. A great majority 
also indicated that it had regular experiences with nature at a young age (about 
80% on a weekly or even daily basis!). Such lack of variation is interesting from a 
descriptive point of view (although it might also indicate memory distortion or 
socially-desirable answers; see below), but might negatively influence the 
regression results (that is, the chance that significant results will be found 
decreases). On the other hand, images of relationship do show (some) variation. 
Respondents adhere most to the image of ‘Steward’ (4,3 on a scale from 0 to 5). 
Close followers are ‘Participant’ (3,7) and ‘Partner’ (3,4). The least adhered to is 
‘Master’ (2,5). 
f i r s t  d e s c r i p t i v e  a n a l y s i s  o f  m a i n  v a r i a b l e s
Below in Table 4, we cross-table our main dependent and independent variables 
for a first impression of their relationship. Obviously, the frequency of nature 
experience in childhood does not relate to the adherence to the image of 
relationship as an adult. Scores on adherence among the different categories 
(from never to daily access to nature) remain more or less the same for all 
different images. This is also expressed by the very low Pearson correlations 
between childhood nature experiences on the one hand and the four images of 
relationship - Master, Steward, Partner and Participant - on the other (0.053, -
0.030, 0.059 and 0.033 respectively). Hence, this first descriptive analysis does not 
support our hypothesis. However, to assess whether this relationship might be 
spurious or not and whether other factors might play a role or not, we devel-
oped a regression model described below.
t a b l e  4
Mean levels of adherence to images of relationship by adults related to frequen-
cies of nature experience during their childhood; scale = 1 - 5. Neutral value is 3; 
values below 3 imply rejection of the image.
frequency of nature 
experiences
never
sometimes
weekly
daily
mean
master
2,36 
2,47 
2,47 
2,48
2,47
steward 
4,29 
4,30 
4,29 
4,27 
4,28
partner
3,43
3,26 
3,31 
3,41 
3,36
participant
3,83
3,66
3,67
3,78
3,73
m e a n  l e v e l  o f  a d h e re n c e  t o  i m a g e s  o f  re l a t i o n s h i p
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r e g r e s s i o n  a n a l y s i s
The regression model is expressed in Figure 1. The basic causal relationship of our 
main hypothesis, the one between frequency of childhood nature experiences on 
the one hand and adult images of relationship on the other, is on the right. 
However, there are other independent variables which might also account for a 
certain image of relationship, like access to nature, place of growing up and 
background factors (gender, age, education, income) (see left part of Figure 1). 
This potential influence might be directly on the image of relationship, or 
indirectly, through the variable of nature experiences. The regression therefore 
proceeded in two steps. First, the left part of the model was dealt with (access, 
urbanization, background variables l experiences). In the second step, the right 
part was analyzed (experiences l image of relationship). We included the other 
independent variables (access, urbanization, background) as control variables in 
this second step as well, to account for the potential direct effects. This second 
step was done for each image separately. Therefore, in total, five regressions on 
the basis of linear regression methodology (ANOVA) were executed. 
f i g u r e  1
Regression model
access to wild & 
domesticated 
nature (child)
urbanization (place 
of growing up)
background vari-
ables (age, income, 
gender, education)
frequencies of 
experiences with 
nature (child)
level of adherence 
to image of rela-
tionship (adult)
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t a b l e  5 
Explanation of childhood nature experiences; non-standardized coefficients (B) 
are used19; reference categories for the dummy variables are women, age 
category 55-70, education group ‘lo’ (lowest) and very low income group; ** = p 
< 0.01; * = p < 0,05; R2 = 0.230
r e g r e s s i o n  r e s u l t s
Table 5 summarizes the findings of the first regression step. It shows that the 
model as a whole suffices (R2 = 0.230; that is, 23% of variance is explained). It also 
shows that urbanization grade and accessibility co-determine experiences with 
nature (p < 0.01). The more children lived in less urbanized areas and the more 
they had access to wild and domesticated nature, the more frequently they 
experienced nature. The latter variable (accessibility) is however less important 
than the former (urbanization grade). Obviously, the dominant predictor in this 
case is whether children live in cities or not, the second one the extent to which 
independent variable 
Urbanization  
Accessibility domesticated nature
Accessibility wild nature
Gender (men)  
Age (45-54) 
Age (34-44)  
Age (18-33) 
Education lbo (low)
Education mavo 
Education mbo 
Education midb 
Education hbo 
Education wo (high) 
Income low 
Income high 
Income very high
b 
-0.79**
 0.37**
 0.34**
 0.03
 0.04
 0.12
 0.10
-0.35*
-0.18
-0.23
-0.03
-0.09
-0.18
-0.04
-0.04
 0.01
19 We decided to use the non-standardized B coefficients instead of the 
standardized Bèta coefficients in the regressions. Although we loose the mutual 
comparability of the effects of the various independent variables, we gain the 
possibility to interpret the extent of the effect of each individual one. With 
linear variables, the B refers to an increase or decrease of the dependent 
variable in case the independent variable concerned increases with one unit. 
With dummy variables, the B indicates the higher or lower effect on the 
dependent variable of the category concerned compared to the reference 
category. 
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they have indeed access to nature. Given the B coefficients, an increase of 
urbanization grade with one unit (one out of seven categories of inhabitants / 
km2) implies a decrease of the frequency of nature experience with nearly 0.8 (on 
a scale from 1 to 4; this is a decrease of about 20%). For more access to nature, 
both wild and domesticated, this amounts to an increase of nature experience 
with nearly 10% for each unit (on a scale from 1 to 4). These finding are of course 
not very surprising: the frequency of nature experiences are indeed dependent on 
the environment - urban or rural - as well as on access to nature - both wild and 
domesticated. Another significant result (p < 0.05) is that low educated people 
(lbo) seems to have had - as a child - less nature experiences than the reference 
group, the lowest educated people (lo). However, this effect is difficult to explain, 
all the more so since the other age categories do not show a significant result. 
t a b l e  6
Explanation of adult images of relationship; unstandardized coefficients (B) are used; 
reference categories for the dummy variables are women, age category 55-70, 
education group ‘lo’ (lowest) and very low income group; ** =  p < 0.01; * = p < 0,05 
participant 
 0.07*
 0.02
 0.08
-0.08
-0.09
-0.11
-0.34**
-0.45**
-0.10
 0.02
-0.02
 0.03
 0.04
 0.16
-0.16
-0.22*
-0.22* 
 0.07
Level of adherence to
image of relationship 
Experience 
Urbanization 
Accessibility 
domesticated nature
Accessibility
wild nature
Gender (men) 
Age (45-54)
Age (34-44)
Age (18-33)
Education lbo (low)
Education mavo
Education mbo
Education midb
Education hbo
Education wo (high)
Income low
Income high
Income very high
R2
master 
 0.01 
 0.00
 0.02
 0.01
 0.12**
 0.06
 0.09
 0.07
 0.00
 0.00
 0.04
 0.09
 0.16*
 0.17
 0.01
 0.00
-0.04 
 0.05
steward 
-0.01 
 0.02* 
-0.00 
 0.03 
-0.03
-0.07
-0.03
-0.04 
-0.01 
-0.04 
 0.02
-0.11
-0.03
-0.10
-0.04
-0.02
-0.04
 0.02 
partner
 
 0.08** 
 0.03* 
-0.03 
 0.01
  
 0.00 
-0.08  
-0.08  
-0.20*  
-0.02  
-0.18 
-0.14  
-0.17  
-0.14 
-0.09  
-0.09  
-0.15*  
-0.23** 
 0.05 
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Table 6 summarizes the findings of the second step in the regression analysis. At 
first sight, the findings seem to underpin our main hypothesis, since more 
childhood nature experiences produce significant results with regard to the adult 
adherence to the Partner and Participant images (see 2nd row of the Table). 
However, the B-coefficients are very low. A full shift from 1 to 4 on the frequency 
of nature experiences scale gives an effect of only 3 x 0.08 = 0.24 on the five 
point scale of level of adherence to the images of relationship. The difference 
between the two categories that are by far the most frequent in the data, i.e. 
the step between ‘weekly’ to ‘daily’ contact with nature, has an effect of only 
0.08 maximum. Moreover, the R2’s of these two regression models are very low 
(only 5 and 7% of variance explained respectively). Hence, childhood nature 
experiences are a very weak predictor of the image of relationships one adheres 
to as an adult. Significant effects are also found with regard to the independent 
variables of gender, age and income in Table 5, but these are marginal too (< 0.5 
higher or lower effects compared to the reference category on a scale from 1 to 
5; and again, very low R2’s). Overall, we can conclude that our model is unable of 
explaining the adherence to certain images of relationships. With that, our main 
hypothesis - childhood nature experiences explain adult adherence to a certain 
image of relationship - cannot be confirmed.
 
C o n c l u s i o n  a n d  d i s c u s s i o n  o f  t h e  q u a n t i t a t i v e  s t u d y
Our first conclusion derived from the SOCON dataset is that the Dutch public 
adhere least to the Master image and most to the Steward (see Van den Born, 
2006). Also, the support for Partner and Participant is relatively high. Therefore 
we mainly distinguish a (modest) ecocentric image of relationship among the 
Dutch public. The lament that Western culture is still dominated by the Master-
ship image requires rethinking.
Our second conclusion is that the more children lived in rural areas and the more 
they had access to domesticated and/or wild nature, the more they directly 
experienced nature. This finding is hardly a surprise, but it is good to confirm it 
by our own dataset and analysis (also for validity reasons). 
The third and most important conclusion is that the hypothesis that the more 
frequent people’s childhood experiences with and in nature, the more they will 
adhere to ecocentric visions in adult life can not be confirmed. Although the 
relationship is statistically significant, the B value is such that large variation in 
frequency results in only some 0.2 increase on the 5 point scale of level of 
adherence to the ecocentric images. Moreover, this is expressed by the very low 
levels (5% and 7%) of the explained variance. The same pattern was found 
concerning background variables such as education and income. Obviously, 
urban people with less access to nature and therefore less nature experiences can 
be as ecocentric as rural people with more childhood access and experiences. 
However, one should put the above conclusion into the perspectives of method-
ological constraints. Firstly, there exists limited variation in several variables. 
145
C h a p t e r   6
Most respondents had relatively easy access to nature during their childhood, 
experienced a lot of nature as a child and adhere to a rather ‘green’ image 
today. With such lack of variation, significant regression results are hard to find. 
Secondly, one may question (aspects of) the validity of the questionnaire. It 
might be the case that respondents had problems in answering questions about 
their childhood (‘memory distortion’). It might also have been the case that they 
answered questions in a way which they deemed desirable from a social perspec-
tive (being ‘green’ is one example). And it might have been the case that the 
operationalization of the images of relationships - on the basis of a number of 
propositions - was inappropriate (although this type of operationalization is very 
common and accepted in the field of nature images research, compare: Dunlap 
et al., 2000; Schultz & Zelezny, 1999; Kaiser et al. 1999). Future research should 
address these methodological constraints. For the time being, however, it must 
be concluded that the hypothesis that frequent childhood experiences in and 
with nature results in more ecocentric adult visions has not be confirmed to any 
substantial degree.
o v e r a l l  C o n C l u s i o n  a n d  d i s C u s s i o n
Overviewing the qualitative and quantitative study, it is striking that they 
generate strong and mutual reinforcing results concerning nature experiences in 
childhood and adult visions of nature, as well as very weak results concerning the 
relationship between these experiences and adult visions of nature. Also, other 
factors, such as gender, age, education and income, cannot account for this. 
One response to these findings would be to give a stronger position to alterna-
tive explanations of people’s visions of nature. In this context, it may be noted 
that our hypothesis is essentially a ‘nurture’ hypothesis. Alternative explanations 
focus more on nature or culture.  An example of the former is the ‘biophilia 
thesis’ of Wilson (2006), that states that people have an innate love for nature. 
An example of the latter the ‘post-materialism thesis’ of Inglehart (1997). 
Inglehart concludes that with the rise of economic welfare and security in 
countries, people internalize more, so-called post-materialist values, including 
concern for nature and future generations. Cross-cultural stability in visions of 
nature (Kahn, 1999) would point more to the ‘nature’ and cross-cultural vari-
ability (Zwaal, 2003) to the ‘culture’ sources. Additional research is needed to 
empirically test these alternative explanations.
Besides the lack of confirmation of the hypothesis, we found interesting results 
regarding the relationships of other variables. For example, the place of growing 
up and the access to nature during childhood co-determine the frequency of 
nature experiences of children. This finding is rather straightforward, though. 
More interesting are the qualitative results with regard to these issues. Children 
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who are raised in the countryside have more access to so-called ‘wild’ nature (as 
opposed to ‘domesticated’ nature, such as parks and urban green) and their nature 
experiences are much more articulate, memorable and probably more intense. 
Although the frequency might be more or less similar among all respondents, urban 
and rural people have definitely different nature experiences in a qualitative sense. 
Bearing in mind the rapid urbanization in the Netherlands, longitudinal research is 
needed to measure changes in time. When more and more children are growing up 
in urbanized areas nowadays, less children will encounter wild nature on their own 
and intense nature experiences will become more rare. Children will become more 
dependent on parents and vacations for wild nature experiences, will have more 
experiences in and with domesticated nature, and will be subject to more symbolic 
experiences by means of media exposure. On the other hand, when it is true that 
the attitude towards nature is not dependent on the place of growing up, we 
should not be afraid that our society will be crowded with ‘little masters’ in the 
near future, who are convinced that they can do with nature whatever they like.
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Appendix A: SOCON- Questions in the quantitative study20
i m a g e s  o f  r e l a t i o n s h i p  ( h a n - s c a l e )
(M = Master; S = Steward; Pr = Partner; Pt = Participant)
1  Technological development will enable environmental problems to be 
 resolved in the future. (M)
2  Nature should not be allowed to stand in the way of economic progress. (M)  
3  Human beings have the right to alter nature radically. (M)
4  Protection of rare plants and animals is an unnecessary luxury. (M) 
5  We must treat the natural environment with great care. (S) 
6  Human beings must ensure that the natural environment is preserved. (S)
7  Human beings have a responsibility to conserve the natural environment. (S)
8  The natural environment can benefit from the active involvement of 
 human beings. (S)
9  We must not set ourselves above nature, but must work with it. (Pr)   
10  People and nature are of equal value. (Pr)
11  I would like to spend a month entirely alone in the forest, in order to feel 
 at one with nature (Pt)
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12  It would be wonderful to one day join the flocks of wild geese on their 
 journey north. (Pt)
13  When I’m surrounded by nature I experience something greater than 
 mankind. (Pt)
14  The grandeur of the natural environment enables me to experience the 
 insignificance of humans beings. (Pt)
e x p e r i e n c e s  w i t h  n a t u r e  a g e  5 - 1 2
Children and youngsters may do all kind of things in and with nature (such as 
walking, biking, swimming, playing, building a hut, making a fire, searching for 
interesting insects, watching birds, catching tadpoles, and so on). We would like 
to know if you often did these kinds of things when you were young. This may 
have been in any place: garden, forest, fields, beach etc. How often did you do 
these things with or in nature in your childhood (5 to 12 years)? 
4 daily
3 weekly
2 sometimes
1 never
a c c e s s i b i l i t y  ( d o m e s t i c a t e d  n a t u r e )
Was it easy or difficult to reach a park, a grass field or a children’s farm 
on your own?
3 easy
2 a bit difficult
1 difficult
a c c e s s i b i l i t y  ( w i l d  n a t u r e )
Was it easy or difficult to reach more wild nature, e.g. a forest, the beach or 
an open field?
3 easy
2 a bit difficult
1 difficult
20 Note that experience with nature and both accessibility variables are recoded 
for this article.
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Appendix B: 
Distribution of image of relationship and background variables in the qualitative 
study. Gender: m = men; w = woman; Education: l = lowest level; m = middle 
level; h = highest level; Age: all respondents are  between 40-55 years.
image of relationship
Master
 
Steward 
 
Partner 
Partner / Participant
Participant with 
responsibility
Participant
gender
 
-
3 x m 
3 x w
 
1 x v
 
1 x m 
2 x w
6 x m 
9 x w 
5 x m 
1 x w
education
 
-
2 x l 
3 x m 
1 x h 
1 x h
2 x l 
1 x h
5 x l 
3 x m 
7 x h
1 x l 
5 x h
Conclusions
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Conclusions
The aim of this study was to increase insight in the visions of nature of lay people 
and the extent to which these visions of nature reflect those of professional 
philosophers. In other words, this research is basically about people’s ‘everyday 
philosophies’ of what nature is, what nature means to them and how they 
should relate to nature. This chapter presents the main conclusions of the study, 
followed by a theoretical and methodological reflection, and ends with a look at 
the future in the form of recommendations for policy development, research and 
public debate.
m a i n  C o n C l u s i o n s
In this section the main conclusions regarding the respondents’ visions of nature 
are presented  in five subsections. At first, the three main aspects of visions of 
nature are dealt with: images of nature, values of nature and images of relation-
ship. Second, the conclusions regarding the issues of landscape preferences and 
childhood experiences are given. 
Images of nature
Survey respondents are able to group items of more or less natural things in 
consistent and meaningful images of nature (chapter 2 & 3). These images can be 
easily interpreted as for instance ‘Arcadian nature’ or ‘elementary nature’. 
Besides, the so defined images can be placed on a scale in terms of degree of 
naturalness. Elements of ‘penetrative nature’ such as mosquitoes or rats in the 
barn, still have a rather high level of ascribed naturalness, indicating that 
respondents have a broader view on nature than including only what is nice and 
green. Because of this broad definition of nature of the Dutch public, it is 
interesting to ask  respondents in interview settings for their specific criteria and 
definition of nature. People are convinced that the more it is cultivated, the less 
it may be regarded as ‘real nature’. Their choice for the sea and the forest as 
‘real nature’ can be understood in line of this reasoning. (chapter 5). Although 
people tend to have a rather clear view of what real nature is, they often seem 
to struggle with the place of human beings in nature. As said, nature has to be 
more or less uncultivated in order to be considered as real nature, but at the 
same time, the respondents are convinced that humans are part of nature.
Values of Nature
In the Netherlands, the idea that nature has intrinsic value is broadly recognized. 
This was one of the reasons for us to speak of a ‘new biophilia’(chapter 2). When 
asked for the importance of nature and the value of nature (from a pre-designed 
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list), human health, the intrinsic value of nature and the value for future 
generations constitute the top- three. The topic of ‘values of nature’ was also 
studied in the qualitative research (chapter 5). The results give cause for a 
discussion both on a methodological level and a conceptual level. When respon-
dents are asked to answer the question of why nature is perceived to be impor-
tant (spontaneously, i.e. without the help of a list of items), the answers turned 
out to differ substantially from our previous results. Almost all reasons 
mentioned are instrumental, such as ‘for oxygen’, ‘for tranquility’ and ‘for 
recreation’. Moreover, it turns out to be very difficult for the respondents to 
discuss the concept of intrinsic value when confronted with some of its philo-
sophical ramifications. What becomes clear, however, is that almost all respon-
dents reject the idea that nature is only valuable in a functional or instrumental 
sense. 
Images of relationship
In this section, we describe the results concerning the images of relationship. 
When looking back at the subsequent studies, a pattern can be detected in the 
empirically found visions of nature. Therefore, a short chronological trip through 
the empirical studies is given. 
In our first research (chapter 2), we tried to measure the images of relationship 
by asking respondents to indicate their level of agreement with questionnaire 
items that were more or less direct translations of the philosophical images of 
relationship. The master image, for instance, was translated as ‘humans stand 
above nature and hence may do with it whatever he wants’. We added one 
divergent image (in the sense that it does not correspond with the classification 
of environmental philosophy) as a sort of control image, to avoid a ‘what you 
put in, you get out’ effect. This divergent statement is a combination of being 
part of nature (as in the ecocentric participant image) and being responsible (as 
in the anthropocentric steward image). The outcome was something of a 
surprise: 72 per cent of the respondents preferred the statement ‘humans are 
part of nature and hence should bear responsibility for it’. We considered the 
possibility that this outcome was due to an incorrect operationalization of the 
images. Therefore, in our next research we (1) mixed the statements (since the 
order of a decreasing level of anthropocentricity might have provoked socially 
desirable answers), (2) made more subtle translations of the images, and (3) 
developed more items per image of relationship. Therefore, we were able to 
analyze the results in a methodologically more reliable manner. In fact, we 
worked on the development of a quantitative scale to improve our insight in the 
way humans see their relationship with nature.
In the second study (chapter 3), these methodological improvements were 
implemented. The results show that, besides the reproduction of the master and 
participant image, a third group emerges: a mixed one which contains items 
from different images. Did this imply that lay people do not agree with the 
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environmental philosophers? Or was our questionnaire not yet fully adequate? 
When looking back, with the knowledge gained from later research, we see that 
most items in this mixed group are about humans having responsibility for the 
wellbeing of nature, while ‘being part of nature’, and ‘humans do not stand 
above nature’ are important aspects as well. This third ‘responsible for nature’ 
image had by far the highest level of adherence.
After the second study, we were offered the possibility to participate in a large 
national survey and hence, we were able to further elaborate on the operation-
alization of the images of relationship. In the next study (chapter 4), the 
produced categories were indeed better explainable theoretically (although new 
issues were raised concerning some of the participant items). Unfortunately, we 
had to skip some of the items, for instance the item ‘humans are part of nature’. 
In retrospect, this is certainly a loss.
Yet, previous results were confirmed: 1) responsibility is again an important 
criterion; all items that have something to do with responsibility are clustered in 
one ‘Steward’ category, the one that has the highest adherence; 2) mastership 
over nature is again rejected; and 3) the Dutch population have lower but still 
positive responses towards partner and participant images.
The qualitative study (chapter 5), was designed to give more insight in the way 
humans see their relationship with nature and in the underlying thoughts and 
arguments. We hoped to find out to what extent the trends discovered in the 
previous three quantitative studies would be confirmed, and even more impor-
tant, we hoped to understand why people choose a particular image of relation-
ship. As was indicated in chapter 5, the quantitative results described above are 
confirmed by the results of the qualitative study. Mastership is indeed strongly 
rejected. We were surprised by the rejection of the partner image; it was not 
rejected on moral grounds but for practical reasons. The respondents preferred 
the steward image and the participant image. However, it became clear that 
respondents, rather than choosing an image as a whole, strongly endorse certain 
elements out of the various images. The most important elements are 1) humans 
are part of nature and 2) humans are responsible for nature. And this brings us 
back to the first study. Apparently, the overall preference for the item ‘man is 
part of nature and hence should bear responsibility for it’ was not so much due 
to an incorrect operationalization but reflected the respondents’ view,  the 
people’s ‘voice’, a first glimpse of an empirically found worldview.
Landscape preferences
Respondents appear to have an overall preference for wild and experiential 
landscape types (chapter 3). Over 80 percent of the respondents opted for 
landscapes described as ‘untamed, interactive nature’ and ‘greatness and forces 
of nature’. We expected to find a number of associations between landscape 
type preferences on the one hand and images of nature and images of relation-
ship on the other. These expectations were confirmed: (1) Those respondents 
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describing high naturalness to Arcadian nature express more preference for a 
park-like landscape than the average, and are somewhat less charmed than the 
average by the landscape of ‘greatness and forces’. (2) Respondents ascribing 
high naturalness to wild and penetrative nature tend to prefer wilder land-
scapes, especially that of ‘greatness and forces’. (3) The images of the human/
nature relationship have a more or less one-to-one association with the prefer-
ences for the landscape types> Respondents who adhere to the mastership image 
have a higher than average preference for the man-made and park-like land-
scapes, while rejecting the ‘greatness and forces’ landscape, and adherents of the 
Participant image can almost completely be clustered in preference for the 
‘greatness and forces’ landscape’. 
By choosing to work with general and verbal terms instead of photographs, we 
might have measured people’s general dreams and desires. The preference for 
wild nature therefore is expected to exist besides the more ‘practical’ preferences 
for recreation nature. It is as if people express that indeed they like to go to the 
park on Sunday, they would also love to be on the ocean or in the desert one 
day. Both types of nature are important for people, in their own way. Concerning 
the relationship between landscape preference and background variables, age 
and gender prove to be insignificant. The relationship with level of education 
was well clustered, respondents with the lowest level of educated preferred the 
man-made and park-like landscapes and respondents with the highest level of 
education preferred the ‘greatness and forces’ landscapes more than the 
average.
Childhood experiences
Confirmed by both the qualitative and the quantitative parts of the mixed 
methods design, the place of growing up (especially the level of urbanization of 
that place) appears to be an important factor considering accessibility of nature 
and the type of nature experience and, to a lesser extent, for the frequency of 
nature experiences. As for accessibility, the study shows that growing up in a 
village or in the countryside offers more possibilities for playing unsupervised in 
domesticated as well as in wild nature areas. Growing up in the city on the other 
hand, implies restricted access to domesticated green areas and almost no access 
to wild nature1. However, both respondent groups report to have had many 
nature experiences; the respondents that report less or even no experiences in 
nature are mostly from an urban background.
Concerning the type of nature experiences, the qualitative study also shows that 
children who grew up in the city are mainly restricted to experiences in and with 
domesticated nature, while children from rural areas have experiences in both 
domesticated and wild nature. We found it striking that all experiences in nature 
1 Except those who grew up on the border of the city.
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described with great intensity and detail had occurred in wild nature and outside 
the reach of parental supervision.
The expected influence of childhood experiences on the images of relationship 
of the adult was not found, neither in the quantitative nor in the qualitative 
study. Whether the respondent grew up in a city or a in small village, whether 
he/she had many or less nature experiences and whether he/she played in wild or 
only in domesticated nature, it did not seem to influence the image of relation-
ship the respondent prefer as an adult (chapter 6). Moreover, also gender, age, 
income, education and parental influences did not play a role. This conclusion 
forces us to think of other mechanisms that may have an impact on the level of 
ecocentrism or anthropocentrism.
t h e o r e t i C a l  r e f l e C t i o n
Nature newly sought or nature forgotten?
In the introduction chapter of this study the hypothesis was formulated that in 
an ever urbanizing country like the Netherlands, where nature is increasingly 
marginalised, new protective attitudes and new desires for nature will rise to 
cultural dominance. The present study seems to confirm this longing for nature 
in the presence of rich and nature-friendly views. The unanimous rejection of 
mastership over nature, the strong support of the idea of responsibility for 
nature, the strong preference for wild landscapes, the acknowledgement of 
intrinsic value of nature (or at least the rejection of the idea that nature is only 
valuable in a functional or instrumental sense), are results that all seem to 
confirm this hypothesis. On the other hand, the present generation of people 
between 30 to 50 years of age may be a unique cohort in the sense that most of 
them live in the cities nowadays but at the same time have a lively memory of 
being in and with nature as a child. At present, more and more children grow up 
in urbanized areas where accessible nature is scarce. These children grow up 
almost without direct nature experiences in childhood and may end up with very 
different visions of nature. So, nature may be newly sought in recent years, there 
is still the possibility that nature will be forgotten in the future.
Does any empirical ground exist to support this pessimistic option? The study 
results do not point in that direction since childhood experiences did not appear 
to play a substantial role in adult visions of nature.
This study was not intended to confirm or disconfirm the “biophilia 
hypothesis”(as discussed in chapter 1), neither can it answer the question 
concerning the supposed innateness. What it can do, however, is to reflect on 
some of the determinants of biophilia in a general sense, namely in the sense of 
nature friendliness. In this respect, the role of childhood experiences seem impor-
tant. 
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We may distinguish 6 potential causes of biophilia:
Biophilia as an innate emotion. People will always respond positively to 
various aspects of nature due to hereditary learning propensities. ‘The idea is 
that we are so constructed by natural selection that we are prepared to learn 
certain responses easily’.2
Biophilia as an innate propensity to affiliate with life-like phenomena. People 
will respond positively to nature if childhood ‘affiliation proposals’ have been 
answered by nature.
Biophilia as learned. People will respond positively to nature as a conse-
quence of what they experienced during childhood and learned from parents 
and school.
Biophilia as culture-based. People will respond positively to nature if that is 
‘in the air’ in the culture in which they are embedded. Social norms and mass 
media play an important role. 
Alternative ideas on people’s responses to nature stress that these are dependent 
on circumstances rather than being fixed in the person. Two levels of this 
phenomenon of contextuality may be distinguished. The first may be called 
‘basic contextuality’ and positions people in a broad and relatively stable 
context, e.g. of being a farmer, an urban dweller, an intellectual etc. The second 
may be called daily or pure contextuality, in that it positions the person in the 
ever-changing circumstances of daily life: the person at home busy being a 
father, the person at work busy being a truck driver or politician, the person in 
the local pub busy being an interesting guy, the person later that day busy filling 
out a questionnaire on relationships with nature, and so on. Thus we may 
distinguish:
Biophilia as dependent on basic life circumstances.
Biophilia as dependent on daily life circumstances.
Our data includes childhood experiences (proposition 2) and parents and 
education as elements of nurture (proposition 3). What can be concluded from 
the apparent absence of influence of childhood experiences and background 
variables on the visions of nature of the adult, i.e. the propositions 2 and 3? It 
suggests to search in other directions for understanding the causes of nature 
friendliness. One road for progress might be to first study if better grounds for 
empirical anchors might be found in propositions 4, 5 and 6 and on that basis, 
search for linkages with theories on value formation.
1
2
3
4
5
6
2 Levy, A.S. (2003) The biophilia hypothesis and anthropocentric 
environmentalism. Environmental Ethics 25(3): 227-246.
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Mixed methods 
In this study, a mixed methods approach was chosen, inter alia, because we 
wanted to answer questions on both the level of adherences and the distribution 
among the population and on thoughts, considerations and arguments behind 
these. Advantages of this approach are triangulation and complementarity. 
Different cases in this study illustrate the positive effects of triangulation. In case 
of nature images, for instance, we formulated different instances of nature (e.g. 
a grain field or an earthquake) on the basis of previous research and literature, 
in order to be assessed as ‘real nature’ or not . The outcome of the factor analysis 
suggested that the degree of self-organisation was the main criterion. This was 
confirmed by the outcome of the qualitative study. In the interviews most 
respondents indicated that the extent to which nature is cultivated determines 
whether it is regarded as real nature or not. Considering the images of relation-
ship between nature and humans, a classification from environmental philos-
ophy formed the basis on which statements were formulated. Factor analysis 
could give clarity whether the images were reproduced or not. The images were  
largely reproduced, indicating that people recognized the philosophical classifi-
cation. The qualitative study confirmed the assumption that people understand 
the ideas behind the four basic images. Regarding the adherence to the images 
of relationship, the quantitative study showed repeating preference for items 
about ‘responsibility for nature’ and ‘being part of nature’, however the impor-
tance of this outcome became much clearer after interpreting the qualitative 
data. Besides triangulation, complementarity is an advantage of a mixed 
methods approach. While the quantitative data showed a rejection of the 
Master, the qualitative data explained why. While we saw some confusion 
around the participant items in the qualitative study (including the separation of 
a spiritual and a romantic version), we can now better understand these 
responses from the interviews. People see themselves as part of nature but not in 
a spiritual sense, in majority.
In the social sciences the operationalization of variables always deserves much 
attention, and in a mixed methods approach even more so because of the 
different paradigms, methods and data. However, these differences also provide 
the opportunity to check whether topics are  operationalized adequately. In case 
the results of a different operationalization of the same topic in the quantitative 
and qualitative part are comparable they seem to confirm each other. For 
instance regarding the nature images, in the quantitative research we worked 
with instances of nature, such as ‘an earthquake’ or ‘a swamp’, and asked people 
to rate the extent to which they perceive these as ‘real nature’. In the qualitative 
research, we worked with photographs of different types of nature asking them 
to order these by the extent to which they perceived these as ‘real nature’ and 
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we asked the respondents to give their thoughts behind this ordering. The 
different methods lead to comparable outcomes and therefore one may 
conclude that the operationalization probably was correct. This was more 
problematic with the topic of intrinsic value. In quantitative research we tried to 
measure this by letting people choose two reasons out of a list with different 
reasons why nature has value according to the respondent. One of them was 
about nature having intrinsic value (‘the value nature has of its own’3). Intrinsic 
value then turned out to be very important for people, comparable to other 
quantitative research in European countries. In the qualitative part of our 
research, we first asked the respondents whether nature was important for them 
and if so, why.  Later, we explained the meaning of intrinsic value and asked the 
respondents for their opinion. As described in chapter 5, the outcome differs 
from the quantitative results. People do not mention intrinsic value spontane-
ously, and moreover, most of them do not really seem to understand the 
meaning of it. In this case, it is hard to judge which method is the best, and more 
research should give more clarity.
Empirical philosophy 
Because conflicting values and visions of the relationship between humans and 
nature lie at the heart of the environmental crisis, we started this research 
project with ideas from environmental philosophy. Research about visions of 
nature can help clarify positions in the environmental debate; every position 
entails a vision of nature. The tasks of environmental philosophy include, 
according to Zweers4 “on the one hand, to articulate, that is to say, give shape 
to, summarize and open up to discussion the views that are implicitly held within 
society; and on the other hand, to explore new possibilities, potential alterna-
tives to dominant systems of thinking.” We, in fact, took these articulations out 
of their philosophical context and brought them ‘to the people’. We wanted to 
know whether these philosophical visions of nature were empirically true, i.e. 
held by lay people.
To reflect on the suitability and fruitfulness of this ‘empirical philosophy’, we 
split our research objective into two sub questions here; the first question is 
whether people recognize the philosophical ideas about values of nature and 
the different images of relationship. And the second question is whether people 
adhere to these ideas, and with regard to the images of relationship, whether 
they really support one of the articulated images or they choose a new direction.
To what extent can we give answers to these questions and moreover, is this a 
fruitful exercise? In general, our study shows that people do recognize the 
3In Dutch: ‘ De waarde van de natuur op zichzelf’.
4 Zweers, W. (2000) Participating with nature. International Books, Utrecht, 
The Netherlands. P.61. 
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articulated images of relationship. On a quantitative level, the images are quite 
neatly reproduced in factor analyses (chapters 2, 3, 4). In the qualitative study it 
became clear that most people understand the meanings and (behavioural) 
consequences of the different images of relationship, they were able to discuss 
them with the interviewer and give their own opinion about it (chapters 5, 6). 
There appears to be good congruency between philosophical theory and the 
images of relationship that lay people in the Netherlands have. Assumptions 
about the level of adherence of the public to the images of relationship 
however, do not correspond to the empirically found adherences. While our 
quantitative study was designed  to investigate the recognition and the adher-
ence of the public to the classification of the images of relationship, the qualita-
tive study helped to investigate whether respondents really support one of the 
existing images or rather construct their own image. As described above, people 
do construct their own image out of different elements, of which the most 
important are that 1) humans are part of nature and 2) humans are responsible 
for nature. 
It might be thought that people here reproduce the dualism that is so character-
istic for classic Western philosophy: as a natural being, we are part of nature, but 
as a moral agent we are responsible for nature. On the other hand, it did not 
appear that respondents were busy with splitting the Self; rather, they seemed 
primarily to ‘split’ nature into various levels of nature, some of which (the 
cosmos, the food chain) we are part of, and others such as other animals or 
vulnerable ecosystems we are responsible for. Of others, we may be part as well 
as responsible, in the same manner as a parent is part of and responsible for his 
family. This image of relationship between humans and nature, different from 
both the philosophical images and the classic dualism, might be construed as 
people’s ‘own voice’ in this field. This is one example that ‘empirical philosophy’ 
can deliver a productive contribution to the further development of environ-
mental philosophy. More on this is in the Epilogue, where Phil and Phillip discuss 
the empirical findings of Socci, with a beer, in a freely explorative conversation. 
f u t u r e  p e r s p e C t i v e s
Societal and policy implications
This research is about visions of nature of the Dutch public. The results give an 
indication of ideas that Dutch people have about the human - nature relation-
ship. What can these results mean for environmental policy?
We are unable to say something about the relative importance of nature and 
environment compared to for instance safety or employment issues. We also do 
not have the intention to give a policy advice, since this is not the scope of this 
research. However, we can advance a few propositions about public support of 
nature policy. The empirically found nature friendliness of the Dutch public gives 
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an indication of a potentially strong support for nature protecting and nature 
development measures. 
In addition, I should wish to venture four remarks which in my view may have 
meaning for future policy:
The rather broad image of nature of the public may be a reason for policy 
makers not to approach the public on the basis of a narrow definition of 
nature. The conservation of very different types of nature can be defended 
by the pluralistic view on nature of the public.
The conviction of people that we should respect nature and that nature 
should go its own way explains part of the preference for wild and diverse 
nature. This study shows that this preference is not just a superficial prefer-
ence (‘dreamscapes’) but has its basis in deeper views on nature.
Environmental policy should neither be based on mastership (we have to 
control nature) nor on partnership (humans and nature are equal) but on the 
combination of being part of nature and being responsible for nature. 
This research gives ammunition for an offensive nature policy in the Nether-
lands. The ideal relationship with nature is of a (modestly) ecocentric 
character and is an indication of potentially strong public support for nature 
friendly policy. Of course, policy makers meet all kind of obstacles in regula-
tions and budgets, but they could show some more courage and seek 
solutions beyond the current piecemeal policies.
Scientific recommendations
This research is just a start in understanding the complex relation between 
humans and nature and between social sciences and philosophy. As a result of 
the explorative character of this study many research topics have to be validated, 
worked out, developed and detailed. Below, some recommendations are given, 
on both methodological and substantive issues:
In this study, many different methods are explored and applied. Three method-
ological issues especially deserve more consideration.
At first, more research is needed on what the best tools for ‘empirical philos-
ophy’ are. 
Second, the HaN-scale, developed to measure the human nature relationship, 
should be further validated, developed and internationalized. It can be made 
applicable for cross-cultural investigations. First efforts are made in Canada, 
Poland, the Czech Republic, Germany and France. 
Finally, we have to acquire more insight into the contextual character of visions 
of nature. Are they stable over time? Do they remain stable in different (behav-
ioural) contexts? And to what extent do such worldviews have an influence on 
behaviour?  Landscape preferences, for instance, may be elicited in general and 
verbal terms, or with visualisations and depicting more concrete landscapes, or as 
preferences for landscapes as expressed in concrete behaviours of daily life such 
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as picnics or play. It would be interesting to do research that connects all the 
three tiers on this ladder.
Other recommendations regard the more substantive issues. Many questions 
remain concerning the content of the images of relationship. For instance on 
‘people’s own’ view that combines the elements of being part of nature and 
responsible for nature, is this a (modest) ecocentric image of relationship or is it 
more like a ‘biological’ and anthropocentric steward? And what would be a 
good name for this new image of relationship? 
The role of childhood experiences in nature was just a small part of this research. 
Many questions on that field remain. The environment in which children in 
Western cultures grow up nowadays is changing rapidly. One interesting 
question in my view is the changing role of parents. The parents of the respon-
dents in the present study worked six days a week, but research on the role of 
parents nowadays shows that they play a much bigger role in the recreation and 
playing behaviour of children. At the same time, many children are no longer 
allowed to play in nature unsupervised. What are the effects of these changes on 
the visions of nature of the future generations? Longitudinal research, such as 
panel research, is needed to measure the future of biophilia in Western, urban-
izing countries. Additionally, the causality debate as explored in this research 
also needs much more research and thinking. We need to know more about the 
causes of biophilia; what is the role of childhood experiences in nature, what is 
the role of culture, or is it all in our genes? 
A long-term interest at last, is the relation between visions of nature and visions 
on technology. This study shows that people struggle with the role of human 
beings in nature. Technology makes this even more complex. The boundaries 
between ‘real nature’ and nature influenced by human beings is becoming more 
and more vague. Genomes become objects of science and industry. Elements of 
technology are being ‘naturalized’ into computers that show ‘personality’ and 
robots that show ‘feelings’. How do people integrate these phenomena in their 
visions of world, nature and self?
I hope that readers have enjoyed the present thesis, and may be inspired to help 
explore the many roads that lie ahead.
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Epilogue: On Sloppiness
Friday evening, with the moon shining over the university campus in the 
cold winter night. But it’s warm in the university pub. The atmosphere is 
relaxed, tired academics are hanging out. Phil orders a beer for himself and 
for his colleague Phillip. The woman, standing next to him looks familiar…
Phil: Hi you there. You’re face is familiar to me. Are you the one that gave that 
presentation lately about how people think about nature? You had sort of 
philosophical notions. I thought: this might be interesting. By the way my name 
is Phil, and my friend here is Phillip, we are both philosophers.
Socci: Hi, my name is Socci, I am a social scientist and indeed, I presented my 
research at the university a couple of weeks ago. It is about visions of nature. 
This is how lay people view the relationship between humans and nature. Do 
you remember?
Phil: I surely do. And your nice dress, too. 
Socci: And do you still remember what the conclusions were?
Phil: Well, not quite.
Socci: Shall I tell something about it, very briefly? 
p a r t  i :  v i s i o n s  o f  n a t u r e
Socci: You see, I started with the basic classification of images of relationships 
from environmental philosophy. That is about the way people think they should 
relate to nature or in other words how people see their ideal relationship with 
nature. Are you familiar with that? The master, the steward, the partner, and the 
participant.
Phil: Sure, sure. Deep ecology. Oneness with nature….
Socci: That kind of stuff. So, I was very curious how lay people see their relation-
ship with nature, whether they also think in terms of master and steward, or 
possibly quite differently. My research shows that people reproduce these images 
quite well. This means they understand the four basic images and they recognise 
the different arguments. But when you look at the degree to which they actually 
adhere to these images, you see a totally different picture. Because philosophers 
always believed that people are kind of masters and are very anthropocentric. 
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My research shows that people are far beyond mastership. They are very nature 
friendly and when I asked them whether there was one image they adhered to 
the most, they kind of produced their own image. And it is nice that we meet 
each other here because I like to ask you as a philosopher how you think about 
this new image which I think I found. Shall I tell you more about it?
Phil: Please do.
Socci: What I discovered was that people feel responsible for nature but at the 
same time they are convinced that they are part of nature. And in the classifica-
tions of philosophers these two ideas are incompatible. Because when you are 
part of nature that is more an ecocentric image. And when you are responsible 
that supposes that you are above nature, or at least, apart from nature.
A stranger at the bar joins the conversation: Excuse me, I’m just listening to your 
discussion and I have a question.
Socci: Who are you?
Man at the bar: Oh, I do some kind of cleaning job. Mostly conceptual.
Socci: Be welcome!
Man at the bar: You said that philosophers have images. But I thought philoso-
phers always think in concepts and not in images.
Socci: Well, it is a classification in concepts. And I call it images but in Dutch it is 
called ‘Grondhoudingen’.
Man at the bar: Attitudes? 
Socci: Hmmm, now you touch on a difficult point. Because I don’t think you can 
call it attitudes. Because that term supposes that it’s a sort of thing that comes 
before behaviour. But I like to talk about views, worldviews or visions of nature. 
They are a more cultural thing, less connected to behaviour. 
p a r t  i i :  f r o n t i e r s  o f  s t r u g g l e
Socci: What I wanted to ask you Phil and Phillip, I am curious whether you as 
philosophers have some ideas on that possibly new worldview because people 
feel responsible for nature, presupposing a view that places humans outside of 
nature. But at the same time they are convinced that they are a part of nature. 
And I think that is more on a biological level, for most of them, not something 
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spiritual. But it still puzzles me how this new worldview really works for people. 
I’m also curious how you as  philosophers reflect on that.  
Phil: May I comment on that?
Socci: Yes, please.
Phil: It is a very ancient philosophical conviction that human beings live in two 
worlds. There are two dimensions to human existence, there are also two dimen-
sions to the human relationship with nature. First of all, we are biological organ-
isms and in that sense we are part of nature. We are dependent on our natural 
environment, on our bodies and well, we live a purely natural life so the speak. 
But at the same time – and historically speaking this has become more and more 
important – we live in a more conceptual intellectual world where we communicate 
with others, raise questions, develop scientific disciplines etc. etc. In that dimension 
our relationship with nature is clearly different. We distance ourselves from nature 
and say: What is happening in nature? Or: are we responsible for that? Questions 
like that. So if you think of human relationships to nature, I think there will always 
be these two dimensions. Biologically speaking we are part of nature, but as a 
moral subject or as an epistemological subject, we have a very different position.
Socci: So, you are not surprised about the outcome of my research?
Phil: I think it’s an affirmation of a very ancient philosophical idea.
Phillip: As I understood you correctly in your presentation lately, people like to 
consider themselves to be participants in nature. Are people hinting at being a 
natural being not only in the plain sense of being subject to natural laws, or are 
they also convinced that the moral guidelines that they use should also originate 
from nature? ….That would mean that even the notion of what it means to be 
responsible is something in nature instead of a particular relation to nature, 
something outside. If that is true, the whole concept of being a participant in 
nature is a breach with the traditional idea of the two worlds. 
Phil: I think it isn’t. Of course as a biological species we are part of nature. As a 
spiritual entity you may want to be, may desire to be one with nature. And that’s 
the difference. You may want to attune yourself to nature, and you have to think 
what you mean by saying that and that’s something you want to develop, you want 
to reflect upon. And by saying all these things, you really, I would say, affirm, that 
this is a different dimension.
Phillip: OK, this then exemplifies a problem with some kinds of environmental 
philosophy that consider it to be possible to get rid of this dual view of human 
nature.
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Socci: I know these environmental philosophers. And I must say, I like them! They 
link up with what I surmise to be an undercurrent in my respondents’ thoughts. 
Explicitly in some of my respondents’ of the open interviews, but also more 
implicitly, as it were, in the many positive responses in my questionnaire, where 
people agree, for instance, to ‘When I’m surrounded by nature I experience 
something greater than mankind’ or ‘It would be wonderful to join the flocks of 
wild geese during their journey north’. These environmental philosophers refuse 
to put these emergent notions of so many people back into the dualistic straight-
jacket. They struggle with the dilemmas. Isn’t struggling a better philosophical 
job description than dropping what people say into trivial the wastebasket of 
dualism, and leave it at that?
Phillip: No! Struggling is indeed the philosophical job description. But the 
struggle should take place at the right frontier. Instead of adoring the cheap 
‘solutions’ of participation in nature and overcoming dualism, solutions should 
be sought within the irrevocable dilemmas of the human condition. One 
example is that, in your presentation last week, you said that almost everybody 
in Holland is beyond mastership. I think that’s much too easy! To me, people 
cannot escape from being master over nature. They are all masters, unhappy 
with themselves, longing to get out of that position but cannot, ever, because 
they are human.
Socci: This is really a thought-provoking idea. But I really doubt whether this is 
what people are struggling about. For instance, when you ask people about 
intrinsic value in plain terms, for instance, asking if nature has a right to exist 
even when not useful to humans, virtually everybody states that nature has 
intrinsic value. People only start to struggle when they are invited to think 
deeper. Then, they struggle not with intrinsic value as such, but with the philos-
ophy of it. I think that their ‘frontiers of struggle’ should be interesting for 
philosophers.
Phil: Maybe, but before I start to shift my frontiers, I want to say something 
concerning common people’s philosophy. I think that this longing to be part of 
nature on a spiritual level belongs to a very specific, let’s say cultural or historical 
position. If you are a farmer and living a very harsh life, struggling to survive in a 
natural environment, mastery is something you desire. But once you live in a 
high-tech society where al kind of natural disasters are more or less pacified, 
then you may develop this longing to once again become one with nature. But 
these are two positions that are more or less a function of the way our society is 
evolving. We nowadays can afford to want to become one with nature. 
Man at the bar: I once read something about Marx and Marxism. And one of 
these ideas of Marx was that you think according to your socio-economic 
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position. If you find yourself in a sort of position you must think in a certain way. 
Which is called materialism or something like that...  And that was something we 
totally rejected because it was against the human feeling that we are autono-
mous in our choices. But what you say now is more or less the same thing. If you 
are a farmer you think this way. If you are a hunter-gatherer you think that way, 
and if you live in a high-tech society you think yet another way. 
Phil: Well I always use the phrase, “you tend to”.
Man at the bar: Ah,…you tend toward a materialist view…
Socci: But I don’t see how this would add legitimacy to downplay what people 
think. Plato also had a position. I never heard anybody saying that  we should 
value him less because of that. 
Phil: Well, I mean Marx is of course a quite vulgar version of philosophy. I would 
rather subscribe to Hegel, he elaborated on this in a more intelligent way. Where 
indeed it is stated that the way we view nature or interact with it is not an 
autonomous choice. Neither is it fully determined by our condition. I mean that 
we, as human beings, have the possibility to relate to our condition. But we can 
not determine our condition. That’s the difference. 
Socci: Yet again, I don’t see how having a certain position in a certain condition 
could subtract from the value of something that is seen. In order to see the 
moon, it must be dark and you must be in a certain position. Does that subtract 
from the moon? In other words, if people in high-tech society ‘see something in 
nature’ that has not been seen before, does that subtract from what they see? I 
would value it just the same, ‘positioned’ or not….
You are so silent now, Phil and Phillip….. ? Oh, I see! Empty classes! I’ll get a new 
round.
p a r t  i i i :  o n  C o n s i s t e n C y
Man at the bar: I was listening to you Phil, and you talked about this ancient 
view of the two ways humans can exist in nature and reflect on it. I read some 
books on philosophy in my own time and I thought that  concerning this modern 
vision on spirituality, some philosophers like Hume and Kant said “You don’t 
know what reality really is”. Environmental philosophy is now trying to bridge 
this gap, they say, “bring nature back in”. But what you’re saying now, is that in 
a philosophical sense this bridge has never been built, and will never be, because 
dualism is inescapable. 
Phil: I think this is a very intelligent remark. I mean…
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Socci: Especially for a cleaner!
Phil: You are an undercover philosopher!
What I meant is that if you develop an environmental philosophy there is always 
the risk of epistemological naivety. In the sense that you say “We’ll this is nature, 
and this is how we relate to nature.” And you forget that your view of nature, 
the way nature appears before you, is already a function of your position. I am 
quite convinced that in the sixteenth century, nature looked very different from 
what it looks now. Not only in the sense of landscapes which changed more or 
less objectively. No, I mean in a more fundamental sense, that our ways of 
interacting with nature have changed and this means that nature appears to us 
in a  different way. So I think if you focus on the ethical issues of how we should 
relate to nature, you should never forget the epistemological issues you raise. 
We are always present in nature in the way nature appears before us. It depends 
upon our eyes and our ears but also on our concepts and cultural history. 
Socci: This relates to something that really puzzled me when I did this research 
on what people think about nature. People can be very consistent, but if you talk 
deeper with them they appear to be inconsistent. Maybe what people say 
depends on the interview situation. Or maybe it depends on other actual things. 
People are highly contextual, as my social scientist colleagues nowadays say. They 
are, in a way, everything at the same time.
Western philosophy always tries to be very consistent. With a clear-cut episte-
mology and clear-cut assumptions. Sometimes western philosophers try to be 
‘pluralistic’ as they say, but then it turns out… these pragmatist philosophers… 
what they say always sounds really trivial…. When western philosophers try to be 
pluralistic, they crumble into something trivial.
But on the other hand, I once read a few things of Hindu philosophy. The funny 
thing is that these eastern philosophies sometimes cultivate the contradictions 
They fill pages  with things like ‘The Sunlight is the Honey of the Earth, The Earth 
is the Honey of the Sun, The Honey is the Sun of the Earth’ or something, and 
then demand that we contemplate on these contradictions. Now my question is: 
is it really true that western philosophers tries to be consistent all the time? That 
would keep their world always far removed from that of lay people. Is it really 
true that there is no western philosophy that tries to live with the contradic-
tions?
Phil: I don’t agree with your claim that western philosophy always tries to be 
consistent and neglects the importance of contradictions. I already referred to 
Hegel. He is the philosopher par excellence that tries to appreciate contradic-
tions. His basic experience is that you can have two completely opposite views 
and both are not only consistent but even convincing to one and the same 
person. I mean, you hear a certain politician, for example (although that maybe 
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a bad example), and then you say well that sounds reasonable. Then you hear 
someone who has an opposing view, which is very incompatible with the first 
speaker. And you think, that again is more or less how I see it. And that is what 
puzzled Hegel initially. But then he said “This is precisely the way that human 
thinking evolves”. You start with a certain experience or a certain claim. And 
then all of a sudden you say “ No, that is completely wrong, the very opposite is 
true”. And finally you understand that these two moments both have their 
values and that there is a higher level truth, a more comprehensive view.
Socci: But that is not really what my eastern philosophers are doing. They don’t 
go for one big Thesis and one big Anti-thesis and then one big Synthesis. They 
mesh their contradictions much more finely, and then they say something like 
”sit and live the contradictions.” More close to what lay people do in daily life, 
it seems to me.
Phil: But Hegel tries to show that these contradictions become real, they are 
really lived. The synthesis that may follow is really lived, too.
Man at the bar: …That’s what they call progress…
Socci: Common people don’t do ‘progress’. They grow with the contradictions.
Phillip: At this point I really have difficulty of following you guys. We are now 
discussing whether ordinary people are in a true sense deep Buddhist.
Socci: No, no, no….
Phillip: Or if they are deeply Hegelian, or what was the third alternative we 
have? I would like you to consider the next option that seems to be far more 
plausible, namely, that people are sloppy thinkers most of the time. The Buddhist 
thinking or the Hegelian living of contradictions is the result of deep contempla-
tion and wisdom, something that only the most exceptional human beings are 
capable of. If I understand your research well, people most of the times use 
contradictory concepts as they see them.
Socci: As they what?
Phillip: As they come in handy.
Socci: Hmm.
Phil: Like Wouter Bos1
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Man at the bar: Wouter Bush?
-  Everybody laughs -
p a r t  i v :  a r e  p e o p l e  s l o p p y  t h i n k e r s ?
Phillip continues, seriously: Let me give an example. Let’s say “Well, we are not 
masters of nature. That’s an old fashioned idea. We don’t like that because 
people are not above nature.” 
People say “We are actually participants”. When environmental philosophers use 
that term they mean it as a fundamental critique against the moral ideal of 
mastership. But most people use it as a very common sense idea that we are 
biological beings, there is not really a moral hypothesis behind it. People grasp a 
vague intuition: “of course” we have some kind of responsibility and it has some-
thing to do with nature, “of course” we are nature; it’s all vague.
Man at the bar: Or the other way around. People think sloppy? I think philoso-
phers are also human beings and also think sloppy. Perhaps reality is sloppy.
Phillip: We are not disagreeing on that. 
Man at the bar: Perhaps people do understand reality better than philosophers. 
And there is a problem with all the categories that philosophers and other 
scientists have developed.
Phil: No, I think you give up to early. I think you had a very good point and I 
agree with you that everyday philosophers, ordinary people think sloppy, we all 
do. Philosophers, to the extend that they really are philosophers, go beyond this 
sloppiness. Consistency, I think, is very important: to be clear about the concepts 
you use. But you don’t do it all the time. Philosophers are also ordinary people 
22 hours a day. But these 2 hours a day, when you are really a philosopher, then 
you say “ I really don’t like this sloppiness of my ordinary thinking. I want to be 
more consistent.”
Man at the bar: I want to go one step further. You have this thinker. This French 
thinker Latour. He talks about hybrid concepts. He says “The problem of western 
society is that it tries to define their concepts with such strictness, that all 
meaning falls out of them”. And I think this talk about nature falls exactly in 
that domain. So, on the one hand it is good to be strict and define solid 
concepts, but the problem could be that philosophers define concepts with such 
1a Dutch politician
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clarity, that reality just falls out of it and people can’t work with them. 
Socci: Like the idea of intrinsic value. People did not understand the philosoph-
ical problem. And as soon as I start to talk philosophy with them – maybe I did it 
wrong because I am not a philosopher – people become very confused. Like they 
kind of lost their pure and positive notion of intrinsic value. They got just as 
confused as the philosophers…
 
Phillip: The intention of my remark about sloppiness was not to defend this kind 
of philosophy that people can’t understand. I think the fact that people can’t 
relate to those concepts or get confused, shows that it is a bad philosophy after 
all. If a concept makes a fuzz out of a clear intuition…..
Man at the bar: Fuzzy concepts, yeah.
Phillip: No, no. It’s not a fuzzy concept. It becomes fuzzy because philosophers 
tend or want to make a kind of concept that they like in a kind of philosophy. 
But in ordinary life people think differently. 
Phil: Now again….
Phillip (raising his voice): There are philosophers that explain the concept of 
intrinsic value…
Phil: But, but…..
Phillip: ..in a way that would not confuse those people.
Phil: I think that we now again are talking in terms of a dichotomy. I already 
referred to Hegel. He said: the starting point is the sloppy idea of ordinary 
people. Then comes the second position; philosophers come up with a consistent 
concept that doesn’t mean anything at all. And then the third position is a clear 
concept that is alive. This is, according to Hegel, the natural process of our 
thinking.
Phillip: We must be more concrete….
Man at the bar: No, no.. The fourth is…..
The man at the bar wants to interject something, but Phil l ip wants 
to pursue his idea….
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p a r t  v :  o n  o b j e C t i v i s m
Phillip: Let’s try to go into details. Why are people confused? You said people 
grasp the idea of intrinsic value as the intuition that nature matters. 
Socci: Let me comment on some aspects….
Socci too, is not able to get Phillip off course.
Phillip: And then people get confused with a particular philosophical interpreta-
tion of what that concept means. I think you refer to the notion that intrinsic 
value would be something objective, totally separate from any human valuation. 
And I think that’s only one interpretation that’s luckily enough on its retreat in 
environmental philosophy. You shouldn’t, in an attempt to objectify, turn intrinsic 
value into something distinct…
Man at the bar: The only thing… you have functional values and you have non-
functional values. And these are all put in one concept: intrinsic value. This means 
that this concept is a black box. That is the reason why you as a philosopher, you 
can’t give this a real meaning. This is a rest category. 
Socci: Not for the people.
Man at the bar: I agree totally. It is only so from a philosopher’s view, because 
they have a problem. 
Phillip: It is a critical concept, a term to remind us of the intuition that things 
matter that don’t matter. That is the only thing it means. That’s the key intuition 
that people are able to grasp.
Socci: Sure, but they do so in an objectivist manner! People say “If I close my eyes, 
of course the intrinsic value is still there. If I turn my back, it is still there. If I am 
dead it is still there. If all people would be dead it would still be there.” People 
are simply straightforwardly objectivistic.
Phillip: I think now you are not giving voice to the intuition of people. But to a 
very particular, and I think highly questionable, philosophical interpretation of 
what that intuition means. You don’t need objectivity in that strong sense to be 
able to give words to the intuition that nature matters even if it doesn’t matter.
Socci: I do not ‘give words’ to the intuition. It’s the people’s own words. If you ask 
people “What would you do if you were the last person in the world and you 
knew you would die and the whole world was still around you and you were the 
last one and you were dying and you would have this button with which you 
could blow up the world on the moment you would die. Would no value be lost if 
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you would blow up the whole world then?”
People think this is not even something you could answer with yes or no. Of 
course the answer is no. 
Phil: Still there is this human person asking himself this question. You can only 
talk about value from a human perspective. I mean, even when there is this 
button and there is this dying person, you are the one who is asking this ques-
tion. You cannot get rid of human beings as long as you talk about value.
Socci: Of course it is a human though that this value is objectively there. But 
that’s not my point at all. 
Phil: But once again it is Hegel! First you find this value completely subjective, it 
is a human emotion. And in the next step it is objective; it is there whether I am 
a person or not. The third stage is that you recognise that it is valuable and you 
can talk about it in a meaningful way with other people. But you cannot talk 
about value without any reference to people. I mean, as soon as you talk about 
value you talk about people. 
Phillip: The strange thing is that the social scientist is using a term that originates 
in philosophy and philosophers don’t agree on the term. But that is just an 
observation. Let me make my point that connects to the sloppiness or naivety of 
laypeople that I was referring to earlier. Maybe I was wrong, but my point is that 
people in everyday life use concepts that they learned and that they inherited. 
And one of those concepts is objectivity. I think a lot of the confusion that 
people have is due to the fact that they use a language that they think they 
should use…
Socci: No, no, people don’t use the word objectivity. 
Phillip: They don’t?
Socci: No, they don’t. I only said that if people talk about trees they know that 
only people can talk about trees, at the same time the trees are objectively there. 
Valuation is a human business but for people it doesn’t make any difference. The 
value is still objectively there.
Man at the bar: There is a distinction between what we know and what is there. 
Isn’t that Kant? I think, people are more Aristotelians; they believe reality really 
exist. 
Phillip: That doesn’t mean that they are right. That’s the way they think.
175
C h a p t e r   8
Man at the bar: Perhaps they are right and the philosophers … After Kant, 
philosophers think they can’t go back anymore to these old Aristotelian notions. 
But people do and perhaps the people are right and the philosophers are wrong.
Phillip: Actually there is no way of telling I guess. 
Man at the bar: No, perhaps there isn’t. Just listen to the people, would the 
social scientist say.
Phil: If confronted with a complex problem my usual strategy is to make it more 
complex. Take this situation….
Socci: You really are a philosopher!
Phil: Until now, we only talked about a world without human beings. But now 
try to imagine – and that’s a very important intellectual exercise – try to imagine 
a world without sense organs. Without any cells that are able to perceive light or 
see anything. When you do that, my impression is that you understand how 
important it is that we are here to perceive the world and value the world. 
Seeing the world is a kind of analogy to valuing the world. If you try to imagine 
a world without sense organs it’s a kind of nothingness. Like it’s empty. 
As soon as you speak about a world as we see it, we speak about ourselves. And 
as soon as we talk about value, we speak about ourselves valuing this world. So 
you cannot remove people from a world that has value.
Socci: But the trees are there, even if ecology as a science wouldn’t exist. That’s 
common sense for people.
Phil: But what would a tree look like in a world without sense organs? 
Socci: I can assure you, together with the rest of the Netherlands, that it would 
look like a tree. 
Phil: But yeah, that’s nonsense of course. That is sloppy thinking. 
-  Everybody starts talking - 
Socci: That is a kind of recursive confusion of philosophers. To confuse the world 
with the map, action with language. It’s totally not the world of common 
people.
Phil: Because they didn’t start to ask themselves certain important questions.
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Man at the bar: No, no. Because they are not Platonic, they are not following 
Kant on his wrong turn, because….
Socci too seems inconvincible: And the trees would still be trees!
Again, everybody starts talking…until  a new topic emerged:
p a r t  v 1 :  e m p i r i C a l  p h i l o s o p h y
Phillip: Philosophers place themselves in difficult situations in which normal 
people are not usually. In this research, you confuse people by confronting them 
with questions that cannot be answered with their everyday concepts. I would 
ask you to be careful to give the naïve public a kind of authority that it really 
doesn’t deserve, although I agree that philosophers have a tendency to over-
theorize.
Socci to Phil: I’m very thankful to you Phil, about what you told us about Hegel, 
but I think you are inconsistent in a way. If there is a common notion on intrinsic 
value, philosophers start thinking, and they come to the conclusions that you 
cannot have value without humans. If you confront common people with this, 
you see that people are totally objectivistic and maintaining that trees still look 
like trees even if we are all dead. Which is contradicting your ideas. A true 
Hegelian would have respect for this notion and think “Well, this is such a deep 
contradiction, maybe it is good to make a new synthesis instead of saying that 
people are sloppy, confused or …….”
Phillip: The problem is the notion of what a moral intuition is here. You are 
constantly suggesting and presupposing that a moral intuition is a kind of 
knowledge. A knowledge of how the world is, that it is just there to be discov-
ered, and some philosophers tend to cover it up again, lured away by Kantian or 
other bad ideas. But I believe intuitions have to be interpreted to gain meaning 
and even moral intuitions of ordinary people can change by reflecting on them. 
Normal people do that all the time. So you shouldn’t refer to non-reflected 
intuitions of people as if  that’s the absolute standard. 
Socci: Don’t you think that philosophers should be challenged by the notion that 
philosophy has become so intellectualized and language-focused for some kind 
of reason? That philosophers have come to think that if there is no one around 
to speak the word e-le-phant,  the elephant wouldn’t exist anymore? 
Phil: I feel challenged to defend philosophy. I mean, what is philosophy? Philoso-
phers are not a very special kind of persons. Philosophy is an archive containing 
the results of various people. Many, many people, countless people, ordinary 
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C h a p t e r   8
people. Who all of a sudden started to asks themselves questions. They tried to 
formulate answers and read books by other people who asked these questions 
earlier, and tried to give some answers for themselves. And philosophy is simply 
this archive of questions and answers of previous generations. Because it’s 
accumulative, there is some progress in it. I don’t want to exaggerate that 
progress. I mean, it remains a pretty complicated agenda. But some enlighten-
ment is possible. So why is it so important for you to completely trivialise this 
archive of years and years of thinking by many, many people. I mean, there is 
some value in it. Wouldn’t you say that?
Socci: Definitely!
Phil, reassured: Ok.
Socci: Still, Hegel – being one guy in this archive – said that progress needs 
confrontation with ….
Phil: Of course.
 
Socci: … contradiction.
Phil: Absolutely.
Socci: Would you call that empirical philosophy? Talking philosophy with 
people... As far as they are just sloppy, confrontation doesn’t make much sense. 
But if these lay ideas are consistently and persistently resisting your thoughts, it 
may not be sloppiness, it may actually be something really interesting?
Phil: That’s true. That is a typical philosophical question.
Socci: Then empirical philosophy would be a kind of Hegelian philosophy, of 
trying to overcome this persistence of contradiction.
Even Phillip seems to agree: I did not want to argue that you should not pay 
attention to the public’s intuitions and ideas; they are in themselves an archive 
of wisdom. But that doesn’t mean that it is an authority. Maybe philosophers 
should use, and I think this research is a fine example of that, empirical research 
to look in the mirror and say “Is what we are talking about still the same as what 
people are trying to articulate?” So as a correction, as a guide, as a sign it’s very 
practical and very important for philosophers to be more empirical. 
Man at the bar: I want to bring in a social notion. You talked about an archive. 
But there is something like path dependency. Once you have built a certain road 
you use the same road. We, in Western cultures, are thinking in a language of 
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substantives, of nouns. We are not thinking in a language of relations, of verbs. 
This means that all thinking has a path dependency. And with that, may be in 
need of a deep re-thinking.
Socci: But if we all agree that, let’s call it empirical philosophy, has relevance to 
philosophical thinking. Do we all agree on that? 
E v e r y b o d y  n o d s
Socci continues: And to practice empirical philosophy we need tools from the 
social sciences. It seems to me that it is not efficient when the philosopher tries 
to do all the statistics of a quantitative survey. So you need social scientists to 
elicit these visions of nature in society. And then the philosopher, confronted 
with this, has to make his philosophical decision. Is this sloppiness or is this a 
non-sloppy and persistent interesting contradiction? If the latter, he has to 
involve these things in his philosophy. Do you all agree on that too?  
E v e r y b o d y  n o d s  a g a i n
Socci: So, can we conclude that social science and philosophy need each other?
Phil: Sure. In science, and in bars too!
Socci: So, also this new, people’s own image of relationship, with not the Self but 
rather nature split in elements and the idea of ‘responsible for nature’ and ‘part 
of nature’ at the same time, as a father is for his family, wouldn’t that be 
another of those interesting non-sloppy persistent ideas that need to be taken 
up into professional philosophy?
Phil: Well, possibly…, just like a beer could be taken up in me…..
Socci: And wouldn’t you think that…..
Phillip: Socci, I think Phil is trying to say something deep…..some articulation 
of….
Socci: Huh?
Phillip: About beer!
Socci: Ah!
And they agreed that this  t ime it  really should be the last round…
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Summary
The central theme of this thesis is ‘visions of nature’. We distinguish three 
elements of visions of nature; values of nature, images of nature and images of 
the human/nature relationship.
• “Values of nature” denote the reasons why nature is perceived to be 
 important. Values of nature come in two types: instrumental values (functions) 
 and the intrinsic value of nature. 
• “Images of nature” concern the question of what people consider as nature 
 and what types of nature they distinguish; for example wild nature and 
 Arcadian nature.
• “Images of relationship” are defined as the images that people hold of the 
 appropriate relation between humans and nature. The four basic images 
 distinguished in environmental philosophy are master over nature, steward of 
 nature, partner with nature and participant in nature. The major question of 
 this thesis is if and to what extent these images are represented in the Dutch 
 public.
The main objective of this thesis is to give insight in the visions of nature of lay 
people in the Netherlands and the extent to which these visions of nature reflect 
those of professional philosophy. Up till now it is usually supposed that the 
general public in Western culture can be characterized by an ideology of 
mastership, endorsing dominance and exploitation of nature. This study investi-
gates whether this hypothesis is valid.
This research consists of a quantitative and a qualitative part. In the quantitative 
studies (chapters 2, 3 and 4), visions of nature and their level of representation in 
Dutch society are measured by means of surveys. These studies show that the 
Dutch public has a broad image of nature and that people feel that the more 
nature is cultivated, the less it can be regarded as ‘real nature’. Nature is seen as 
important because of human health and for future generations, but also because 
nature has intrinsic value, i.e. a value of its own, irrespective of its use for 
humans. To measure the images of relationship, questionnaire items were 
designed to enter into a factor analysis. The results show that (1) the Dutch 
population is far beyond mastership over nature, highly into stewardship, and 
that even more eco-centric visions of nature command strong constituencies; and 
that (2) gender, age and education of the respondents do not make a difference 
in this respect. 
The qualitative studies (chapters 5 and 6), give more insight in the way humans 
see their relationship with nature and the underlying thoughts and arguments. 
The results mainly confirm the results of the quantitative study. Mastership is 
again strongly rejected, mainly because of the lack of respect for nature and the 
human arrogance inherent in this image. The respondents are more positive 
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about the steward image. Although they reject the idea that people stand above 
nature, they subscribe to the idea that humans are responsible for nature and 
that we should preserve nature for future generations. Respondents tended to 
reject the more eco-centric image of partnership with nature because it implies 
that humans and nature are equal and that humans can somehow know what 
nature wants. Respondents think that even though partnership might be morally 
attractive, this way of relating to nature is not realistic or practicable. Most 
respondents prefer participation in nature as the most appropriate relationship 
with nature. The idea of being part of nature (or even a small part) is a view-
point that many respondents subscribe to. It is clear, however, that respondents 
adhere to a version of participation that has strong biological (i.e. non-spiritual) 
overtones. The characteristics of a participant as described in environmental 
philosophy, with intrinsic value and spirituality as important elements, were 
engaged by only a small minority of the respondents. Another salient aspect of 
the interviews, furthermore, was that respondents, rather than choosing an 
image as a whole, strongly endorse certain elements out of the various images. 
The most important elements are that (1) humans are part of nature, but also 
that (2) humans are responsible for nature at the same time.
The last chapter of this thesis (chapter 6) deals with the connection between the 
nature experiences in people’s childhood and the vision of nature they have as an 
adult. We addressed the hypothesis that: “The more frequent and intense a child 
experiences nature during his or her childhood, the more ecocentric the adult 
visions of nature will be”. This hypothesis was approached through qualitative 
and quantitative methods among the general public in the Netherlands. Both 
studies reveal that the hypothesis cannot be confirmed. Whether people were 
raised in the city or the countryside, whether they had access to wild and/or 
domesticated nature and whether they had many or hardly any nature experi-
ences, they all can evolve into more anthropocentric or more ecocentric thinkers. 
Besides this lack of confirmation of the hypothesis, we found interesting results 
regarding relationships between other variables. Children who are raised in the 
countryside have more access to wild nature (as opposed to domesticated nature 
such as parks and urban green) and their nature experiences are much more 
articulate, memorable and probably more intense. Although the frequency might 
be more or less similar among all respondents, urban and rural people have 
definitely different nature experiences in a qualitative sense. 
These studies indicate that empirical philosophy can contribute to the further 
development of environmental philosophy. An empirical turn can make environ-
mental philosophy more responsive to the views that actually exist in the wider 
public. Beyond a mere affirmation or rejection of the existing philosophical 
notions, we can discover people’s own voice.
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Samenvatting
In dit proefschrift staan natuurvisies centraal; welke visie hebben mensen op de 
natuur en de relatie tussen mens en natuur? Binnen natuurvisies kan onders-
cheid gemaakt worden tussen natuurwaarden, natuurbeelden en beelden van de 
mens/natuur relatie: 
• ‘Waarden van de natuur’. We onderzoeken waarom mensen natuur wel of niet 
 belangrijk vinden. Het kan gaan om instrumentele waarden (functies) en om 
 intrinsieke waarden.
• ‘Beelden van de natuur’. Dit betreft de vraag naar wat mensen beschouwen als 
 natuur en welke typen natuur zij onderscheiden, bijvoorbeeld wilde natuur of 
 arcadische natuur.
• ‘Beelden van de mens/natuur relatie’. Hier gaat het om de vraag wat zien 
 mensen als de juiste relatie tussen mens en natuur. De vier basisbeelden die 
 worden onderscheiden in de milieufilosofie zijn heerser over de natuur, 
 rentmeester van de natuur, partner met de natuur en participant in de natuur. 
 Het proefschrift gaat er vooral over of en in hoeverre deze basisbeelden ook 
 leven in de Nederlandse bevolking.
Het doel van dit onderzoek is om inzicht te geven in de visies van Nederlandse 
burgers en de mate waarin deze overeenkomen met de visies op natuur zoals die 
worden onderscheiden in de milieufilosofie. Tot nu toe wordt verondersteld de 
Westerse cultuur gekarakteriseerd kan worden door heersen over de natuur; de 
mens mag de natuur domineren en gebruiken zonder rem. In deze studie willen 
we onder andere onderzoeken in hoeverre deze hypothese geldig is.
Het onderzoek heeft een kwantitatief en een kwalitatief deel. In de kwantita-
tieve studies (de hoofdstukken 2, 3 en 4) is getracht door middel van enquêtes te 
meten welke visies op natuur bestaan en de mate waarin zij voorkomen onder 
de Nederlandse bevolking. Uit deze studies blijkt onder andere dat Nederlanders 
een breed natuurbeeld hebben en dat ze ervan overtuigd zijn dat hoe meer 
natuur gecultiveerd is door de mens des te minder deze als ‘echte natuur’ te 
beschouwen is. Natuur wordt belangrijk gevonden voor de menselijke gezond-
heid en de toekomstige generaties, maar ook omdat natuur intrinsieke waarde 
heeft, dat wil zeggen waarde van zichzelf, los van nut voor de mens. De visies op 
de relatie tussen mens en natuur is onderzocht met behulp van stellingen en 
factoranalyses. Uit de resultaten blijkt dat (1) de Nederlandse bevolking de 
heerservisie massaal afwijst, het rentmeesterschap aanhangt en ook positief is 
over de meer ecocentrische grondhoudingen (partner en participant), en (2) dat 
geslacht, leeftijd en opleiding van de respondenten hierin geen verschil maken. 
De kwalitatieve studies (de hoofdstukken 5 en 6), geven inzicht in de manier 
waarop mensen hun relatie met de natuur zien en de gedachten en argumenten 
daarachter. De resultaten bevestigen grotendeels de resultaten uit de kwantita-
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tieve studies. Opnieuw wordt de heerservisie sterk afgekeurd, voornamelijk door 
het gebrek aan respect voor de natuur en de menselijke arrogantie die uit dit 
beeld naar voren komt. De respondenten zijn positiever over het rentmeester-
schap. Hoewel zij het idee dat de mens boven de natuur staat verwerpen, vinden 
zij dat de mens verantwoordelijk is voor de natuur en de natuur moet behouden 
voor de toekomstige generaties. Respondenten zijn geneigd het meer ecocen-
trische partnerschap met de natuur af te wijzen omdat het idee van partnerschap 
ervan uit gaat dat mens en natuur gelijk zijn en dat mensen op de een of andere 
manier kunnen weten wat de natuur wil. Ondanks dat dit partnerschap moreel 
aantrekkelijk wordt gevonden, vindt men dat het niet realistisch en uitvoerbaar 
is. De meeste respondenten prefereren participatie in de natuur als  de meest 
geschikte relatie met de natuur. Het idee onderdeel te zijn van de natuur (of zelfs 
een klein onderdeel) is een standpunt dat de meeste respondenten onderschri-
jven. Het is echter duidelijk dat deze versie van de participant vooral biologisch 
(dus niet spiritueel) van aard is. De kenmerken van een participant zoals 
omschreven in de milieufilosofie, met intrinsieke waarde en spiritualiteit als 
belangrijke kenmerken, werd slechts door een kleine minderheid onderkend. 
Opvallend is verder dat mensen niet zozeer een beeld als geheel kiezen, maar 
eerder een aantal elementen uit verschillende beelden onderschrijven. De 
belangrijkste elementen zijn (1) mensen zijn een onderdeel van de natuur, maar  
(2) mensen zijn tevens verantwoordelijk voor de natuur.
Het laatste hoofdstuk (6) van dit proefschrift gaat in op de relatie tussen natu-
urervaringen in de jeugd en de visies op natuur van de volwassene. Bepaalt de 
aard of the intensiteit van natuurervaringen in de jeugd de manier waarop de 
volwassene de relatie tussen mens en natuur ziet? Deze vraag hebben we met 
zowel kwantitatief als kwalitatief onderzoek benaderd en in beide gevallen 
konden we deze relatie niet bevestigen. Of mensen opgroeien in de stad of op het 
platteland, of ze toegang hadden tot wilde of alleen tot gedomesticeerde natuur, 
en of ze veel of weinig natuurervaringen hebben gehad, ze kunnen als volwas-
sene een antropocentrisch of een ecocentrisch denken ontwikkelen. Ondanks dit 
verwerpen van de centrale hypothese vonden we wel andere interessante relaties. 
Kinderen die opgroeiden in ruraal gebied (klein dorp of platteland) hadden meer 
toegang tot  zogenaamde wilde natuur (in tegenstelling tot gedomesticeerde 
natuur, zoals parken en stedelijk groen), en hun natuurervaringen zijn veel meer 
gearticuleerd en intens. Hoewel dus de hoeveelheid natuurervaringen min of 
meer gelijk is onder de respondenten, is de aard van deze natuurervaringen heel 
verschillend voor mensen uit de stad en van het platteland.
Deze studies laten zien dat empirische filosofie een bijdrage kan leveren aan de 
verdere ontwikkeling van de milieufilosofie. Met behulp van empirisch onderzoek 
kunnen visies zoals die voorkomen in de samenleving de milieufilosofie verrijken. 
Behalve een bevestiging of afwijzing van de bestaande filosofische noties, 
kunnen we de stem van de ‘gewone mens’ ontdekken.
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